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Abstract
The African diaspora and postcolonial studies author George Lamming writes in his book
“The Pleasures of Exile” that the Caliban character from Shakespeare’s “The Tempest”
“cannot be revealed in any relation to himself-for he has no self which is not a reaction to
circumstances imposed upon his life” (Lamming, 1992, p. 107). One could argue that the
only hope this half-human half-monstrous creature, or for that matter, any of us have to
find peace, lies in the attempt to find resolution through the metaphorical slaying of our
respective pasts. Like Caliban, many of us are never truly afforded the opportunity to
observe, review, evaluate, or discover ourselves because we lack the means, the
opportunity, and the perspective; effectively thereby taking for granted the measure and
limitations of the conditions or circumstances into which we were born. This dissertation
outlines the argument for critically examining oneself through a self-reflective panoptic
autoethnographic process; advocating that the study of self not only allows for an accurate
measuring of oneself, but more importantly provides an invaluable pathway to selfefficacy, one that can guide and encourage otherwise disenfranchised members of our
global community that they too can change the trajectory of their respective stars.
Keywords: agency, autoethnography, self, self-reflective, self-efficacy,
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PREFACE
My purpose for writing this dissertation is to achieve a personal understanding of
my life experiences, and simultaneously to educate or assist others who seek an improved
understanding of their own lives. This dissertation is an autoethnography, hence, it
signifies (in the semiotic sense) and reminds readers of the existence of “a real named
person - a person with a biography” (Denzin, 2014, p.10) and thus becomes a historical
claim by making “personal theory and experience visible to others” (Pelias, 1999, p. xi).
The inherent nature of autoethnography allows me to retroactively and selectively apply
those unusually implemented research techniques most commonly associated with
ethnography “hindsight and epiphany” to my own life (Bruner, 1993; Denzin, 1989,
Freeman, 2004) while also implementing the more traditional techniques of journaling,
triangulation, and thematic analysis to guide my journey.
I began this journey first by informally mentally composing, then writing my
memories and perceptions, and then transitioned into simultaneously analyzing family
photo albums, accompanying artifacts, whilst also incorporating those literary passages and
pieces of poetry that had proven repeatedly relevant throughout my life. I also asked people
close to me to assist me by providing their perceptions of events as I recreated and crafted
my story, but rest assured this story is entirely presented from my own positionality and
perspective. It’s validity or verisimilitude is created and reinforced by my absolute
adherence to the ethnographic process in that it evokes and maintains in readers a feeling
that the experiences described are lifelike, believable, and possible (Ellis, 2004, p.124)
Early in the process, I recognized that three basic ideas or themes framed this
investigation. The first, that of Agency. The second, the Uncanny. The third, Strangeways.
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These three leitmotifs emerged out of my grappling with the data of my own life and shaped
the subsequent reflection, analysis, and composition.
Agency
In 1977, Bandura published his work “Self-efficacy: Toward a Unifying Theory of
Behavioral Change” which argued that one's belief in one's ability to succeed in specific
situations or to accomplish tasks are influenced by the actions that the individual has
observed in others. In 1986, he revised this theory to more clearly emphasize the idea that
people could and would alter their respective environments when provided with the
capability to influence their own cognitive processes and actions. This agency, as he
termed it, is the capacity of individuals to act independently and to make their own free
choices. These actions then provide the reference mechanisms necessary for perceiving,
regulating, and evaluating behavior between the system and the environmental sources of
that influence. Individuals then, should be viewed both as products and producers of their
own environments and of their own social systems, and are able to evaluate and modify
their own experiences and thought processes through the process of self-reflection
(Bandura, 1986, p. 3).
Because of its heavy reliance on self-reflection and on the internal and external
conditions of one’s actions and development, the autoethnographic process is primarily a
study of agency. This type of research allows one to examine the interplay and conflicts
of agency that exist between the dominant system, environmental sources of influence, and
personalized belief systems, all of which were identified by Bandura (1986) as pertinent
factors inherent in his social cognitive theory (1986). This exploration of agency also
provides a pathway to self-efficacy, which according to Bandura (1986), is a high level of
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understanding of one’s previous and current experiences and their influences on one’s
personal, educational, professional, and social trajectories and a highly developed “self
system that enables them to exercise a measure of control over their thoughts, feelings,
motivation and actions” (Pajares, 1997, p. 544).
The Uncanny
In 1906, Jentsch published an essay entitled, “Zur Psychologie des Unheimlichen”
or “The Psychology of the Uncanny.” In it, Jentsch introduced and explored the formation
and significance of the word unhemlich, or, in English, uncanny. Unheimlich represents
the antithesis of the otherwise previously well-established German word Heimlich,
translating to homely in English, or heimisch, which means native. Jentsch (1906, p. 3)
claimed the “usual and the hereditary is dear and familiar to most people, and they
incorporate the new and the unusual with mistrust, unease and even hostility (misoneism),”
leading to a sense that those items that are new and unfamiliar are also frightening and
dangerous.
He further explains that “someone to whom something uncanny happens is not
quite at home or at ease in the situation concerned, that the thing is or at least seems to be
foreign to him. In brief, the word suggests that a lack of orientation is bound up with the
impression of the uncanniness of a thing or incident” (Jentsch, 1906, p. 2). Because
children typically have little holistic life experience, they lack the orientation to which he
refers; thus, many things seem new and unfamiliar. What is often considered to be a simple
thing or a minor change from the perspective of an adult, is often viewed and experienced
as inexplicable or terrifying to children. Therefore, even slightly complicated or new
situations can represent potentially sinister threats, triggering feelings of anxiety and
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physical and intellectual uncertainty. Jentsch additionally contends that bright children are
often the most fearful because they are typically clearer, or more astute, “about the
boundaries of their own orientational abilities than more limited children are” (Jentsch,
1906, p. 5).
Although Jentsch is responsible for having identified and established inceptive
parameters around the concept of the uncanny phenomenon, it was his contemporary, Dr.
Sigmund Freud’s own explorative essay, “The Uncanny” published in 1919, that helped
propel Jentsch’s medico-psychological piece, which Freud described as “while rich in
content, is not exhaustive” (Freud, 1919, p. 123) into its role as a legitimately studied
psychosocial phenomenon. To lay the groundwork for his own study, Freud condensed
Jentsch’s theory on the uncanny to its essential condition, which he identifies synoptically
as “intellectual uncertainty” (Freud, 1919, p. 125). Freud argued that according to Jentsch,
the uncanny is always an area “in which a person is unsure of his way around: the better
oriented he was in the world around him, the less likely he would be to find the objects and
occurrences in it uncanny” (Freud, 1919, p. 125). However, based upon lexical and
etymological analyses of the root of the word “unheimlich” and the equivalent terms
identified in the Latin, Greek, English, French, and Spanish languages, Freud argued that
there existed a pattern that suggested that the concept of the term “unhomely” or uncanny
more accurately reflects or “applies to everything that was intended to remain secret,
hidden away, and has come into the open” (Freud, 1919, p. 132), going so far as to include
the Arabic and Hebrew terms in which the concept of uncanny “merges with the demonic
and the gruesome” (Freud, 1919, p. 125). Thus, Freud argued that the intellectual
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uncertainty or disambiguation that fueled Jentsch’s idea of the uncanny must also include
an added dimension of horror and concealment not previously considered by Jentsch.
Strangeways
Is a term originally hailing from the old Anglo-Saxon Strang and gewæsc
meaning "[a place by] a stream with a strong current" inherently suggesting a situation of
doubtful or uncertain nature, difficult to comprehend, distinguish or classify. This term or
expression was first recorded having been used as early as 1322 and is used as a semiotic
signifier by me as the author of this autoethnographic study, as a term meant to reflect
encounters, experiences or images that are or were somewhat ambiguous. In particular,
this term is applicable to those international, intercultural or trans lingual experiences or
phenomena that I experienced, to include the psycho-social processing of images, sights,
sounds, smells that presented regularly while international and elicited in me feelings of
unusually high levels of ambiguity because under the given circumstances it was unclear
or inexact which choice between all possible alternatives was the safest or best option.
The reason that this term seems to align so seamlessly with the previous two terms
or themes Agency, and Uncanny, is because these Strangeways feelings or encounters
were, like the water from the river from which the term etymologically hailed, were kept
contained, hidden or concealed within the rigidly reinforced semiotic river banks of
professional, cultural and familial conditioning.
Ultimately, it is these three themes as defined by these conditions that I will
examine, categorize, and analyze while on this exploratory journey with the purpose of
identifying and classifying, the pathway, or more appropriately river way that I charted
between these leitmotifs that landed me where I am currently. As I embark on this journey,
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I invite readers of this novel (and it should be read as such), to accompany me. It is my
hope that they will not only discover places of confluence and dissonance with their own
lives but more importantly, might locate some of the instruments they require need for
charting and successfully completing authoethographic journeys of their own.
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INTRODUCTION
“Trying to define yourself is like trying to bite your own teeth”
-Alan Watts, Life Magazine, 1961
In an increasingly collectivist society, the idea that an individual might attempt to
achieve self-efficacy through a self-reflective autoethnography could easily be
misinterpreted as a sign or symptom that one is suffering from a narcissistic personality
disorder. To debunk any preconceived misconceptions of this sort, the author might find it
valuable to frontload their argument for the value of study of self by first referencing the
Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders (DSM-5), which would provide one
with the rhetorical tools necessary to argue persuasively that one does in fact not possess
any of the 12 criteria necessary to meet the medical standards of this personality disorder.
Once critics of this methodology have been safely assured that one’s mental health is
indeed sound, the question then becomes one of identifying and arguing the merits
incumbent in this study of the self.
If one believes, as many current Western professional researchers do, that the
acquisition of self-efficacy can be achieved through the study of self via autoethnography
and that it is a valuable and justifiable means to exercise a disciplined measure of control
over one’s thoughts, feelings, motivation, and actions, then it is easy to recognize that it is
a methodology that offers a reference mechanism for perceiving, regulating, and evaluating
behaviors. The results from this type of research typically also allow an author to examine
the interplay and conflicts of agency that exist between the dominant system,
environmental sources of influence, and personalized belief systems, all of which were
identified by Bandura as pertinent factors inherent in his social cognitive theory (1986).
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This theory, which evolved from Bandura’s original 1977 “Self-efficacy: Toward
a Unifying Theory of Behavioral Change,” work argued that one's belief in one's ability to
succeed in specific situations or to accomplish tasks are influenced by the actions that the
individual has observed in others. This theory was later reformed to better articulate
Bandura’s belief that by providing or empowering individuals with the capability or
“agency” (read: the capacity of individuals to act independently and to make their own free
choices) to influence their own cognitive processes and actions, they could and would alter
their respective environments. Bandura argued that to achieve this level of agency, one
must first understand that individuals “possess a self system that enables them to exercise
a measure of control over their thoughts, feelings, motivation and actions” (Pajares, 1997,
p. 544) and that these actions then provide the reference mechanisms necessary for
perceiving, regulating, and evaluating behavior between the system and the environmental
sources of that influence. This means that individuals should be viewed both as products
and producers of their own environments and of their own social systems, and that
individuals are able to evaluate and modify their own experiences and thought processes
through the process of self-reflection (Bandura, 1986, p. 3).
Therefore, logic dictates that if one means to consider and evaluate one’s previous
and current experiences and attempt to anticipate and improve their personal, educational,
professional, and social trajectories, i.e. self-efficacy, one must first engage in a selfreflective or autoethnographic discovery, a process that parallels Bandura’s theory. This
belief is further reinforced when one recognizes that it also pertains to individual or selfexperience data. Such data, including but not limited to that considered traumatic or
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uncanny, which might otherwise be squandered if not compiled, analyzed, repurposed, and
incorporated to serve the greater collective good.
It is precisely this desire to contribute to the greater good that serves as the
underlying purpose of this dissertation; a purpose which intends to provide an expedited
pathway to self-efficacy for those people who are and feel themselves to be perceived by
the dominant sociocultural and economic class as marginalized, “othered”, or uncanny. To
achieve that end, this dissertation will investigate the value of the study of self-reflection
to self-efficacy through autoethnography. It will present and substantiate the author’s
background and positionality beginning with an examination of his birth into an
impoverished Hispanic household, subsequent forcible removal and placement into the
Texas foster care system, adoption into a multicultural-multilingual covert CIA family, and
the consequent international sociocultural education received before returning to the
United States to complete secondary school education.
Because two of the four locations that comprise these international assignments that
are examined (Mozambique, Saudi Arabia, Republic of Congo, and Spain) occurred in the
African continent, this journey, the characters, and its “I” narrator could reasonably and
understandably be compared to those characters immortalized in Conrad’s famous novella
The Heart of Darkness. Although in this instance, the Marlow narrator is in fact the author
himself, the Company referenced is the Central Intelligence Agency, the Kurtz character
who dominates and directs the actions that affect the narrator’s life is the author’s own
adoptive father Louis L. Ollivier, Ph.D. and the river that semiotically sweeps through this
story is not just the Congo river, although it is indeed present and does play a role, but is a
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river that is far more daunting and chock-full of significantly more perilous metaphorical
and Saussurean obstacles; this is the river of time.
This paper ultimately will culminate with a compilation, consideration, and analysis
of the data, culled from this self-reflective to self-efficacy dissertation evaluatory process.
The intention being that through the sharing and examination of personal, international,
anecdotal, and uncanny, as well as uncanny valley-effect life and pedagogical experiences,
those coping mechanisms devised and employed which have allowed or encouraged the
author to attain his current level of educational and professional success will be exposed
and recorded; thereby providing refugees, immigrants, minorities, and socioeconomically
subordinate peoples and their children with alternatives, recommendations, or options for
improving their own pedagogical access and experiences so that they too might attain
professional, socioeconomic, and self-efficacy-driven success. In other words, the intent of
this process is to provide uncanny and “othered” peoples with a platform to achieve what
Paulo Freire (2000) called conscientization, or a means for the oppressed to acquire a voice
and to collaborate in transforming their own cultures.
This journey will be outlined and conveyed through the sharing of the author’s
personal narrative self-reflections and memories. For purposes of meeting University of
New Mexico Institutional Review Board standards, the names and images of characterparticipants have been changed and replaced with pseudonyms unless explicit written
permission was otherwise granted. This autoethnographic study will also be supported by
Bandura’s social cognitive theory structur, which allow the author and the audience a
means of identifying, interpreting, and ascertaining how the author, as a self-identified
theoretical patient zero, achieved self-efficacy despite experiencing extensive uncanny and
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uncanny valley-effect phenomena in the home, in multiple international locations, as well
as in multiple habitually non-culturally responsive academic environments. This voyage,
like that assumed by Conrad’s Marlow, will also employ a “performative I” lens. This lens
is significant because when it is used by the writer of an autoethnographic text it signifies
(in the semiotic sense) and reminds the readers of the existence of “a real named person-a
person with a biography” (Denzin, 2014, p.10), and thus becomes a historical claim making
“personal theory and experience visible to others” (Pelias, 1999, p. xi).
For these reasons, a chronologically and panoptically (from the Greek panoptēs,
meaning all-seeing) directed self-reflection to self-efficacy autoethnographic formula is
employed. It is underscored by the consideration and discussion of personal agency (read:
the capacity of individuals to act independently and to make their own free choices), which
is contrasted at regular intervals against the panoptic supremacy and national security
expectations of the United States Central Intelligence Agency, upon whose restrictive and
forcibly corrective power the author’s family, educational, and social life were directed.
Also significant and requiring the reader’s consideration as they accompany the
author through this autoethnographic journey is the impact or toll that this international,
espionage-laden lifestyle, one altogether different than that of any world previously known,
took upon the author. One might posit that these international childhood and adolescent
experiences could best be described by the German word “unheimlich” which represents
the

antithesis

of

the

otherwise

previously

well-established

German

word “Heimlich” [“homely”], or “heimisch” [“native”]. This term, which will be used
repeatedly, will be expanded upon in greater detail inside the dissertation, but for the
purposes of introduction it is a term created by Jentsch (1906) and effectively identifies
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and emphasizes the opposite of all that was once considered familiar; essentially conveying
the idea that those items, experiences, or people that are perceived as unhiemlich are
effectively unhomely /uncanny and are therefore simultaneously frightening precisely
because they are unknown or unfamiliar. The architect of this term further qualified that
“this word appears to express that someone to whom something uncanny happens is not
quite at home or at ease in the situation concerned, that the thing is or at least seems to be
foreign to him. In brief, the word suggests that a lack of orientation is bound up with the
impression of the uncanniness of a thing or incident” (Jentsch, 1906, p. 2). In most cases,
Jentsch claimed the “usual and the hereditary is dear and familiar to most people, and they
incorporate the new and the unusual with mistrust, unease and even hostility (misoneism),”
leading to a sense that those items that are new and unfamiliar are also frightening and
dangerous (Jentsch, 1906, p. 3).
These adjectives, which describe the majority of the author’s childhood, adolescent,
domestic, and internationally lived experiences now compiled within this dissertation and
supported by structured and unstructured text data, are critically re-examined from the
author’s current panoptic ivory academic tower perspective. This perspective not only
provides the author with the best panoramic and holistic position, but also allows the best
vantage point for charting that path that permits most efficient use of the autoethnographic
journey to self-efficacy model. The use of this autoethnographic methodology in turn
sanctions the author to identify, examine, and define key life variables. These variables
include incidents of the uncanny phenomena and its subsequent cognitive dissonance
effect, while perhaps even allowing the author to ascribe a measure of responsibility to that
previously perceived as impervious government agency the CIA; one whose power, like
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that of the fictitious Star Wars movie’s semiotically significant Death Star was and remains
clearly based upon Bentham’s theory of the power of the panopticon (1791).
Of course, audiences must then subsequently and subjectively consider the impact
that a childhood and adolescence subjected to pressures of this type had upon the author’s
psyche and individual agency. By default, audiences must then simultaneously apply
Wittgenstein-ish consideration of what the affects of this deprivation of agency might have
been, as well as what affect the unrelenting panoptic forcible codification of behavior had
on the author’s subsequent young adult life. This in turn, calls into question whether these
early experiences played a significant role in the subsequent acts of personal and social
rebellion that later epitomized the author’s young adult life and whether or not the author’s
rebellion could have been avoided any more than the 25-day riots, occurring in 1990 at the
panoptically designed and notoriously brutal HM Strangeways prison, which the author, as
a teen, watched unfold on live television.
This prison, which for the purposes of this paper is meant to be understood as a
semiotic signifier, was originally constructed in 1868 in Manchester, England and derives
its name from the ancient word Strangwas, which hails etymologically from the AngloSaxon Strang and gewæsc meaning "[a place by] a stream with a strong current." In
seemingly coincidental or perhaps serendipitous fashion this etymological water-related
historical signifier relates correspondingly with the author’s river of time autoethnography
to self-efficacy described journey metaphor, as well as that other infamously known
metaphorical literary river journey into the heart of darkness made famous by Conrad. Both
journeys share the commonality of possessing a once naïvely unaware narrator character
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who finds himself tasked with navigating global “currents” that could not possibly have
been anticipated.
As such, the author’s river and Conrad’s river should for the purposes of this paper
be seen as one and the same; a river that possesses metaphorically deep pools, strong
currents and dangerous eddies, and one that has analogously and semiotically been
identified as “one of the dark places of the earth” (Conrad, 1997, p.101). But, it is also a
river whose delta or conclusion, when reached, will hopefully provide illumination to the
audience. Illumination not only about the author and his particularly unique journey, but
also about the reader proper and their own unique river journey; one that they should come
to recognize that is in medias res or that they are the midst of and whose outcome with
virtuous piloting and stewardship can always be re-charted.
As if these previously identified historically and etymologically based coincidences
were not curious enough, for purposes of clarity and understanding of the nuances of this
dissertation’s title it is also necessary to explain that Manchester, England is also home to
the rock band The Smiths; whose name was selected by the lead singer because “it was the
most ordinary name and I thought it was time that the ordinary folk of the world showed
their faces" (Morrissey, 1982). This band, considered by many music critics to be one of
the most important alternative rock bands of the 1980’s, is one whose music, postmodernist lyrics, sound, style, and album “Strangeways Here We Come” (pun intended),
was and remains pertinent as it continues to heavily influence the author’s positionality.
Because this music and the post-modernist/post-colonial lyrics of this band were so
significant during the author’s psychosocial and emotional development, particular
selections have been incorporated into this paper as deemed most appropriate by the author.
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Determined based upon the lyrics, selections have been placed accordingly into those
chapters where they are most applicable. The intent and purpose of inserting these lyrics
into this dissertation is that they function in a similarly corrective and supervisory, yet
distinctly moral capacity, just like that of the Strangeways post-riot Woolf Report (penned
by Lord Woolf).
Renowned as a blueprint for the restoration of "decency and justice into jails where
conditions had become intolerable" (Woolf, 1996, p. 25), the Woolf Report recommended
major reforms of the prison system. So too does this dissertation argue that the
“Strangeways” panoptically repressive and personal agency inhibiting style of behavior
codification via CIA-directed upbringing, supported by extensive semiotic and actual
representational data collected from structured and unstructured texts, photos, and other
sources from the author’s childhood and adolescence, suggest the need for similar major
reform. For these reasons, it is more than a little apropos to purposefully include this
reference to HM Strangeways prison in this dissertation’s title.
Although the various conceptual fragments and events identified in the title and
subsequently outlined in this introduction might seem on their face to have casually
conflated seamlessly, these relationships are arguably more the product of carefully crafted
stewardship than mere coincidence, serendipity, or even blind providence. Audiences of
this dissertation need to recognize that the topics, their inter-relationships and their Venn
diagram overlap, have been identified, selected, and mapped in that academic and
somewhat pedantic manner traditionally best understood and accepted by other discerning
intellectuals. In other words, the author has carefully mapped out this Conrad-esque river
of time journey’s trajectory so as to best ensure that the audience can follow him both
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temporally and geographically from station to station (Corpus Christi, Mozambique, Saudi
Arabia, Virginia, Republic of Congo, Spain), until they reach the journey’s end or delta.
Simultaneously, upon arrival at each location, the author’s hope is that the audience, like
those beleaguered pilgrims on the Camino de Santiago de Compostela praying their
rosaries, moving from bead to bead, or station to station as they are known, will find
psycho-emotional solace at each “resting point” until such time as they reach the route's
end and its accompanying allegorical enlightenment.
In any case, throughout this metaphorical journey and emotional pilgrimage, the
author and audience share the responsibility for discerning, understanding, and
incorporating the presented data or truths into new respective workable paradigms. For this
to occur successfully, both parties (author and audience) are tasked with the responsibility
of seeing, seeking, and interpreting the data in a manner which will help identify and
generate new corporeal truths, while simultaneously not discounting the possibility that
life’s experiences and coincidences could also be the result of a divine inspired synchrony,
amalgam, and communion.
When all is said and done, the perceptive author and his equally perceptive audience
must at the very least take into consideration the possibility that as they negotiate this
journey a larger systemic panoptic or undifferentiated eye or I (pun intended) is already
focused upon the audience-observer, thereby establishing a uniquely intimate relationship.
Meister Eckhart, the fourteenth century Dominican monk, identified and quantified such a
relationship artfully in his theological sermons about the otherwise questionable freedom
and agency of man; reminding his parishioners that “The eye through which I see God is
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the same eye through which God sees me; my eye and God's eye are one eye, one seeing,
one knowing” (Eckhart, 1992, p. 25).
Ultimately, if either the author and/or audience should happen to believe this to be
true, then both parties as they engage in this process should feel their spirits buoyed. Their
respective efforts to achieve self-efficacy through autoethnographic catharsis are then in
fact “observable” actions, through which humans and God not only work collaboratively
to extirpate the demons of childhood and adolescent trauma, but also, and perhaps more
importantly, can subsequently positively impact the lives of those people that surround
them on a daily basis, as well as those whom have traditionally been abandoned, dejected,
or “othered” in the Saidian sense. Finally, all of these actions, because of their inherent
redemptive properties, will ultimately prove to be emancipating. Is that after all not the
ultimate objective of any autoethnographic journey?
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STATION 1
THE REPUBLIC OF TEXAS, CORPUS CHRISTI
THE HOME OFFICE
I am the son,
And the heir,
Of a shyness that is criminally vulgar,
I am the son and the heir,
Of nothing in particular.
--(The Smiths, ‘How Soon is Now?’ 1984)
To produce this self-reflective to self-efficacy autoethnographic dissertation and
examination of what I contend to be a continually emerging and refined uncanny self, I
recognize that I must not only acknowledge and incorporate the criteria or data previously
identified in this paper as necessary for academy acceptance and required for successful
autoethnographic work, but more importantly must be prepared, willing, and able to
publicly acknowledge before all else, regardless of how painful or embarrassing, the reality
of that history into which I was born.
For that to occur, I recognized that I would have to make a conscientiously based
decision to journey back to Corpus Christi, Texas, where I would have to petition to have
my adoption records unsealed. I would then have to access the background data and analyze
it critically if I wished to ever truly understand, retrace, and overcome the disjointed,
chaotic, and traumatic nature of an international CIA based childhood and adolescence.
Only by going back to before my conscious beginning could I hope to uncover that fiery
blossom of truth. Once in possession of that ember, I knew I could fan it into flame and
that its light would subsequently illuminate my steps as I retraced the pathway of my life;
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revisiting each of those initial early respective international stations until like Marlow I too
located that quintessential inner station and achieved the final comprehensive
understanding of how I became and arrived at what I am today.
To be sure, the process of revisiting that reality, the previous and subsequently
continually emerging I, required that I first acquire and develop an H.G. Wellian awareness
and belief that “there is no difference between Time and any of the three dimensions of
Space except that our consciousness moves along it” (Wells, 1995, p. 21). Therefore, to
acquire the courage necessary to make this autoethnographic journey successfully, I first
deliberately projected my consciousness forward in time into my envisioned emotional and
professional future in order to reassure, secure, and acquire those emotional and
psychological resources essential for arming and preparing myself before revisiting that
fractured, uncanny, and nightmarish past that had only previously been viewed and
interpreted through the murky senses of a frightened child.
As I deliberated the requirements of this metaphysical journey, I simultaneously
understood and acknowledged that I would also have to brave an actual physical journey,
as all great stories do. If I hoped to construct a concrete, detail-laden, albeit immemorially
delayed, yet still authentic autoethnographic bildungsroman, it was dictated that, like the
great sea turtles native to the Texas Gulf Coast, I too return to the exact original location
of my birth; a never-before-seen hometown curiously and semiotically named Corpus
Christi.
Because my adoptive father, Louis L. Ollivier, Ph.D., was educated or if one
prefers, indoctrinated, by the Congregation of Christian Brothers or Congregatio Fratrum
Christianorum from elementary school through university level, he believed it vital and
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ensured that I too possess a solid, classical education to accompany my own Roman
Catholic cultural and religious conditioning. For this reason, the possibility and
anticipation of a return to Corpus Christi obviously immediately triggered in me thoughts
of the ironic, sematic, and literary implications attached to the symbolism that accompanied
these considerations of a return home.
Also, because of my extensive educational and sociocultural conditioning and
training, I recognized that this decision to return to the place of my birth would contain
both religious and Freudian components. After all, a return to Corpus Christi would
metaphorically and semantically signify a return to the body of Christ, the very epitome,
symbol, and representation of forgiveness. This expedition, I realized, would thus be a
concurrent metaphysical, physical, and spiritual passage toward an actual metaphorical and
semiotic Catholic representation of life and forgiveness. Thus, like Conrad’s caustic
character Marlow at the onset of the novella The Heart of Darkness, I too paused.
Appreciating at that moment that once my own metaphorical mooring lines were cast away
I too would forever be committed and transformed by the encounters, epiphanies,
exorcisms, and extirpations of my journey, and never again would I look upon my world
in the same way.
Having recognized this reality, I now perceived this initial foray of the journey, not
merely as an obligatory road trip, but rather as the embarkation or launching point of my
journey down a black winding river of time highway. As I departed from Albuquerque,
that famous Thomas Wolfe assertion that “you can’t go home again” began to drum
rhythmically against the inside of my skull like a military cadence or a pilgrim praying the
rosary’s mantra.
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Because I anticipated this journey being emotionally and psychologically taxing I
charted my course carefully as though I were Sir Henry Morton Stanley planning an
expedition into dark forbidding territory on a quest to retrieve something invaluable and
dear. For this reason, and because it seemed too semiotically coincidental to ignore, I
elected to begin my trip with a slight detour northeast so that I might opportune to pass
through the Sangre de Cristo (Blood of Christ) mountains before then tacking to the south,
or more precisely “eastbound and down” (Smokey and the Bandit, 1977). As I headed
southeast I began to feel the heat and humidity steadily increase, and could not help but
begin to tussle mentally with the Freudian symbolism of one’s return home equating to the
return of a man to the womb. After all, in Freud’s essay on “The Uncanny,” he argued that
the most uncanny experience any man can have is one relating to the female womb because
of its simultaneous power to create, comfort, and terrify; acknowledging simultaneously
that the womb is something that a man can never fully understand. I considered the
plausibility of this Freudian reality and tried to discount the possibility of his truth by telling
myself that those feelings were unlikely options for me, because I, unlike Freud, would be
returning to a town I had never seen, was looking for a history I did not know, and was not
confident that I wanted to know, and was seeking a people, language, and culture that was
as unfamiliar to me as that great, great, great uncle that people hear they are somehow
related to but to whom they have less than nothing in common with. Nevertheless, I steeled
myself for what I might encounter by telling myself that this trip would not be some
magical Freudian return to the warmth and safety of the womb. Instead, this trip was far
more likely to be a metaphorical Frankenstein-esque pursuit of an as yet unresolved
unnamed demon out onto equally metaphorically thin arctic ice.
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Because I had plenty of driving time on my hands, I tried to quell my inner doubts
and fears by telling myself that this journey home again would probably prove fruitless in
any legitimate emotional or psychological capacity but that it might at the very least
assuage, address, or relieve that internal awkwardness that far too often commonly
accompanied those seemingly innocently posed questions about myself, my background,
and that home I had never seen. “A home I had never seen”. That thought, I realized, had
plagued me for years. “Home” and “had never seen”. In isolation, those words are
seemingly innocent expressions, yet I possessed the painful awareness that I had no ready
response to the otherwise seemingly banal question of “Where are you from?” nor from
the immediate and painful feelings of inferiority, alienation, and otherness that
subsequently crashed and required the selection of an appropriate public mask or persona
to fit that situation or that particular set of conditions.
The more I thought more about the question “Where are you from?” the more I
realized that it is been far too readily bandied about in schoolrooms, in doctor’s offices, in
college dorms, classrooms, and in workplace environments and that I had never truly
addressed the feelings of awkwardness (read: uncanniness) that it generated within me. It
is a question that has accompanied a lifetime of initial handshakes, introductions, and
artificial smiles, and is one that I now realize is an incredibly subtle tool. It allows the
culturally dominant individual or group to identify, define, and tailor the dynamics of the
interaction and responses, then structure the relationship hierarchically according to the
conditions and prejudices that they believe are most appropriate.
On the other side of the equation, the unwitting, uncanny, and “othered” I in the
conversation, often times chose, through necessity or diplomacy, to prevaricate or placate
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because there was no answer that could be provided that did not seem artificial or evasive.
Any attempt to answer honestly required either having to divulge too much personal
information or having to establish preconditions, such as “Well, I’m from Corpus, but I
was adopted and grew up in…” or it was better (read: wiser), depending on who did the
asking, to provide an answer that allowed for a camouflaging or a sociolinguistically
delivered elevating or promoting of self. For example, “I’m from Washington, D.C.,” an
intentional double entendre delivered as a subtle rebuke through a clipped sounding
northeastern American geo and dialectical code that conveyed the sub rosa message of
“Don’t mess with me.” Either way, I realized that this trip back to Corpus Christi, back in
time, would imbue me with the answer to this and multiple other questions. Whether I liked
it or not, these answers would be based upon the discovery and exploration of those
sociocultural, linguistic, and geographic identity memories that had been denied to me
since I was adopted out of Corpus Christi at 18 months of age.
Of course, I realized that I could, as so many people do, produce and claim as my
own, artificially generated memories that I could then use as punch lines at cocktail parties
or educational soirees meant to regale or entertain others. But that is not in my nature. Also,
because of the very real possibility that there existed questionable and potentially traumatic
conditions surrounding my adoption, I recognized that even my memories must be viewed
as suspect and unreliable until such time as I could acquire that data or documentation that
supports or disproves the legends and lies shared around the Ollivier family breakfast or
dinner table.
Making matters even more complicated was the very real possibility that I faced
that data and documentation may not exist, or be that it would be inaccessible, which by
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extension meant that I would forever be a man without a home or a history. Basic tenets of
knowledge traditionally shared by all of humanity, but nevertheless are inevitably denied
to some by those in positions of authority. Another very real and likely possibility that I
had to consider was that the data or documentation I would locate would be written and
presented from the perspective of an Anglo-centric-dominant culture that had almost
certainly decided unilaterally that the path to my best possible future was to be forcibly
removed from the custody of my biological mother and father.
As I pondered these issues, it occurred to me that that I was fast approaching,
perhaps too fast for my own comfort as well as for the New Mexico motor vehicles laws,
the New Mexico-Texas state line. I recognized as I approached this historically and
inaccurate artificial boundary, one of the many that I knew I would soon breech, that it
served as a minor subtle psychologically and emotionally representative point of
disambiguation. I recognized as I crossed over it that by intentionally and willfully
choosing to discount the artifice of this boundary, I had also simultaneously decided to
willfully disregard any similar future boundaries that I might encounter whilst on this
autoethnographic journey. I would elect instead to pursue purpose of mission over the
arbitrary and artificial nature of abstraction that would litter or inhibit my pathway toward
the achievement and reconstitution of my full agency.
As I held my breath and observed for the first time in my life the vast sweeping
majestic geographic terrain of Texas I began to realize and appreciate that no matter the
extent and vastness of this state’s topography, it paled in comparison to the vast emotional,
psychological, and cultural richness of the inner topography that I had carried with me for
so many years. Recognizing this reality allowed me to realize that this journey to find
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myself had only just begun. Strangely this bolstered my confidence, reaffirming my belief
that this 44-year-old man possessed the skills and fortitude necessary for opening this
potential Pandora’s box. Although I was unsure of how I might respond to what I might
find, or what that information may ultimately look or sound like, I was sure that it would
absolutely require more cups of coffee. Thus, with my spirit bolstered, I exited the highway
toward Lubbock, Texas, confident that the key necessary for unlocking my personal history
was now closer than it had ever been.
After a rather uneventful evening spent in Lubbock, Texas I continued to drive
eastbound and down, passing through a variety of small Texas towns, none of which
seemed particularly inviting, especially as I began to feel a strangely oppressive pressure
like I was somehow racing the clock, as if all of sudden time were slipping away faster
than it had at other times of my life. I wondered as the Texas scenery zipped past outside
the window of the rental car, if I was somehow playing with or tempting fate by engaging
in this activity. What elements of the cosmos might I be affecting by pursuing this
endeavor? What great cosmic tumblers were unlocking or locking into place? Could I be
inviting karmic disaster by choosing this? What if I came this close to unlocking my history
and something horrible happened? What if I was to be sideswiped by a semi and never
acquired this knowledge? All of sudden, mortality, morality, and those other constructs
that I had psychologically held at bay for so many years began crashing in, and I realized
that my psychological and emotional levees had been breached. I became aware that I was
becoming increasingly imbued with a surreal somnambulistic sense that there was
movement without really moving. As this feeling grew, I became increasingly aware of my
own tunnel vision, realizing that during this period of reflection the Texas scenery blended
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together into random patches and patterns of color. Although I was superficially aware
there was movement on the peripheries of this black “river-highway,” the time bubble
within which I was encapsulated inside the vehicle made it feel as though time itself was
standing quite still.
As the daylight of a long day spent driving and imbued in self-reflection began to
fade, I decided that it was best to stop and spend the night in San Antonio. At the time, this
seemed especially appropriate or ironic depending on one’s perspective, considering that
San Antonio, or Saint Anthony as he his known in English, is renowned for being the patron
saint of lost things and amputees, of which the wry humor under these particular
circumstances did not escape me. Having never been there before, I felt obliged to explore
the historical elements of the city, which included of course the famous river walk and the
Alamo. In a very short time however I realized that the river walk was little more than a
microcosm of all of the worst possible stereotypes of Texas, complete with multiple
“Mexican” restaurants, garishly decorated with formulaic papel picado, plastic parrots, and
sunburned beer-swilling tourists. Not at all impressed with what I had seen thus far, I
elected to forgo the remainder of the river walk, choosing instead to spend my time there
visiting the Alamo. As I gazed upon its skeleton, I realized that instead of feeling buoyed
by a sense of nationalistic pride, what I saw and felt instead was that this shell was the last
tragic remaining piece of evidence left over from an armed revolt and insurrection. It was
the evidence of theft and proof of an amazingly propagandized Anglo self-righteousness
that ignored the tremendous cost to those native peoples of the area whose homes and land
this had once been and who at that time must have felt themselves terrified or terrorized as
they and their culture were appropriated by stint of force of arms. Realizing that I might

	
  26	
  

	
  
be projecting or feeling a bit overly sensitive because of the taxing emotional journey that
I was on, I decided that a quiet meal and some rest might be the best course of action for
the evening, especially considering what I anticipated would be an extremely challenging
following day.
Awakening early and determined to get right to it, as is my normal pattern, I was
quickly back on the road and speeding toward Corpus Christi before the Texas sun had a
chance to climb very high in the sky. I did take notice as I continued south that the weather
was growing increasingly humid, and I wondered if Freud’s theory on man’s return to
womb had ever felt like this. I thought it strangely apropos that thunderclouds seemed to
be hovering, waiting, almost ominously on the edge of the horizon for what was yet to
come. But because of what I had already overcome just to reach this place I was not about
to let a few clouds in the distance slow or dissuade me from accomplishing my objective.
Because the drive from San Antonio to Corpus Christi is only a little over 100 miles,
it was not very long until I began seeing signs (both real and semiotic) that hinted at what
Corpus Christi might be or perhaps had become during my absence. As I eased off the gas
peddle, the blurred colors and patches that had previously only existed on the periphery of
this stretch of an otherwise black river-highway and that I had intentionally been ignoring,
regained focus and I began to subsequently absorb the contrasting images of big business
and oil refineries interspersed and juxtaposed against empty overgrown lots, ramshackle
homes and dilapidated cottages.
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Figure 1: Entry to Corpus Christi
As I approached the Corpus Christi downtown exit the storm clouds that had been
in a holding pattern all morning decided, perhaps divinely instructed, to roll in. They
began unburdening themselves, producing large, plump, steady slow-moving oily feeling
teardrops of rain. These plopped down adding a fresh greasy layer of coating to a city that
was already feeling very much like a cross between a bombed-out Berlin circa 1946 and
the neon lit dystopian Los Angeles portrayed in the Ridley Scott 1982 neo-noir science
fiction film Blade Runner.
The city of Corpus Christi, i.e., the body of Christ, I quickly realized was not in
good shape. I wondered semiotically and microcosmically if the city’s demise was not
perhaps representative of the people’s abandonment of their traditional faith, culture, and
their god. Although I suspected that it was far more likely that the city’s decaying condition
said more about the U.S. government’s intentional abandonment of these small-town
people as directed by that increasingly revered, albeit false god Mammon, than because
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any real loss of faith by the local parishioners. As I drove through the boarded up, decrepit,
multi-block area that comprised the downtown I found myself beset by Gabriel Garcia
Marquez-esque magically-realistic phantasms. Like those characters portrayed and forever
captured in his magnum opus One Hundred Years of Solitude (1967), those mental and
emotional projections of unknown and historic family members who I imagined quite
possibly walked these streets, conceivably shopped in these stores, and maybe even ate in
these restaurants. I realized I was scanning as though I might actually see someone that I
knew, even though I knew rationally that this was ridiculous. Nevertheless, my head was
on a swivel; scanning, scoping, seeking, what exactly I did not know. All the while I was
absorbing as much information as I could hold, like a starving man who has been given
free rein at a buffet. I was acutely aware as I passed each iconic city location that it
potentially contained a bastion of information if only I had the time and means to
figuratively squeeze them dry of the knowledge and history they contained. As I continued
to drift my way through the now clearly defunct Corpus Christi downtown, tacking in grid
like fashion up one street and down the next, circling and re-circling, allowing the traffic
signal directed eddies to select my course, I happened upon Leopard Street and located as
though by accident the Nueces County Courthouse. My first thought as I pulled into the
parking lot and berthed my vehicle was that this edifice was uncannily dissimilar from
everything else that I had just seen as I circumnavigated the tiny decaying downtown area.
This enormous building, unlike its smaller shabbier neighbors, was a newer, strangely
buttressed ivory-gray colored citadel with reflectively tinted and mirrored windows, and
conveyed a clear and intentionally constructed semiotic message of “go away!”
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Figure 2: Corpus Castle

Yet, I had not come this far to be so easily deterred. Instead of leaving, I elected to
laugh out loud at the building’s prominently displayed fascia sign; which not only
identified the building as the Nueces County Courthouse, but simultaneously identified this
building to any and all bilingual Spanish-English speakers as the Nuts County Courthouse,
or in abbreviated fashion, the Nut House.
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Figure 3: Nueces County Courthouse Sign
This pun which simultaneously reinforced my fear whilst tickling my funny bone,
made me question once again if I might not in fact also be that very thing, “nuts,” not only
for choosing to open this potential Pandora’s box of my pre-adoption personal information,
but also for purposefully choosing to breach the enceinte of a building that very much
seemed to want me, and by extension the community at large, to vamoose (read:
appropriated from the Castilian vamos).
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By this point in the day it was becoming early afternoon although it was strangely
hard to discern the time since the same rain that had started earlier in the day continued to
fall in an unhurried and timeless fashion. I suspected that the rain’s steady hypnotic beat
could easily lull someone into complacency, inactivity, or inaction, but motivated as I was,
and aware of government office’s proclivities toward banker’s hours of late openings and
early closings, I remained committed to action; even though I suspected that no real
accomplishments would get done on this day.
Nevertheless, determined, I approached the barbican of this particular government
citadel, one that certainly met the Kafkaesque criteria of possessing a symbolically
“clouded locus of authority” and paused to look skyward at its zenith. Looking upward I
was reminded of that passage from Kafka’s novel The Castle (Kafka, 1926), in which the
story’s protagonist, identified semantically and semiotically only as K, reminds the
audience that even though one might feel as though one is losing oneself, or is wandering
like a stranger in strange land (Reference to the novel Stranger in a Strange Land by Robert
Heinlein, 1961), perhaps farther than any man had wandered before, a feeling that I
happened to be experiencing at that very moment, “still one must fight to get to the top,
especially if one starts at the bottom” (Kafka, 1926, p. 25), which I almost certainly
attempting to achieve in this instance.
Holding fast to the lifeline of these words, it occurred to me once again that perhaps
it would be wisely appropriate to think of myself similarly, as the unidentified narratorprotagonist of my own journey-story or bildungsroman, and that there might be some value
in adopting the semantic and semiotic practice of using the letter R in lieu of a possible
erroneously applied full name from this point forth. I realized however that I possessed
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not even the slightest inkling or knowledge of whether R might or might not in fact prove
to be true or a corollary to a legitimate name, and therefore elected to discount the idea as
ridiculous almost as quickly as it had occurred to me.
Having made this decision, I then drew a deep breath and entered the edifice’s inner
bailey. I began attempting to identify the appropriately titled bureaucratic desk with its
inevitably accompanying and equally appropriately bureaucratically entitled and attired
clerk. With the hope that through their combined authority, or what they perceived as such,
they might be able to provide me with at least a modicum of correct instruction about which
direction I needed to go in order to begin what was sure to be merely another next in a
multitude of ongoing next steps or stations in what had now become my own synchronous
metaphorical journey into the heart of darkness by way of Kafkaesque trial.
Once I was through the castle doors and into the building’s bailey, I discovered, as
expected, an open tiered and balconied foyer with multiple differing sprawling desks
identified by their respective placards.

Each desk attended by the same sort of

androgynously faceless and interchangeably bureaucratic people that seem to work in each
and all government offices throughout the entirety of the country and quite possibly the
world.
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Figure 4: Inside of Courthouse
I finally located the correct desk, after being redirected several times by quite
literally lower level officials, and soon found myself on the 4th floor. Here I was ultimately
able to deal directly with an extraordinarily kind older gentleman who listened attentively
and then shared in a whispering remorseful tone that court records as old as mine were not
included in the updated computerized records system and that I would have to journey to
another address. He kindly provided and described this as a warehouse where I could then
petition another set of clerks to try to find the original paper copies of my records. If they
could be located, they would be couriered back to the building in which were currently
standing, and then would then have to be in-processed by another clerk before being
reviewed by a judge; who would then make the determination if my records could in fact
then be released to me.
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The irony of the extensiveness of this bureaucratic process of course immediately
struck me. Having experienced processes like these before, I knew it would do no good to
argue with or antagonize this poor elderly male clerk, whose thin wispy white hair, sad
eyes, nicotine stained fingertips and sallow complexion all suggested that he endured
regular berating from an unhappy and antagonistic public. Instead I chose to befriend him,
suspecting that I would require his assistance again in the near to immediate future, and
thus thanked him profusely, before seeking the exit with the address of the records
warehouse location now clutched firmly in hand. As I made my way out of the building, I
noticed that I passed a multitude of dazed assistance seeking veteran citizen-pilgrims who
bleated despondently and listless as they milled about, even as a steady stream of neophytic
citizen-pilgrims who had not yet even begun to experience their own respective
bureaucratic trials continued to flow unremittingly into the building.
The records warehouse location that I had been provided was of course quite a few
blocks from the main courthouse building, and it occurred to me as I sought out its location
that had someone been physically disabled or vehicularly challenged getting to this location
would have proven to be a next to impossible new ordeal or trial. But, because I had the
financial means to afford a relatively nice rental car, I was only set back a few minutes by
a few wrong turns, and soon located the warehouse office, which turned out to be the
antithesis of the gleaming courthouse I had just departed. The records warehouse was
located adjacent to a lumberyard and was a nondescript, small, iron grated industrial
looking building, which curiously turned out to be just as unimpressive internally as it
appeared externally.
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Figure 5: Map to Records Office and Receipt of Actual Records Search
The lobby was dark and dank, the paint was peeling, and through a narrow open
doorway positioned on the back wall opposite the entrance I had just passed through, I
could see row upon row of shelves upon which there appeared to be endless supply of
boxes which I assumed held records and documents.
From where I was standing in the lobby entranceway
next to the front desk, the endlessly perpetuating shelves
reminded me of the famous terracotta warrior army of Xi’an,
and like that army seemed also to metaphorically stretch
backward ad infinitum. I could not help but consider as I
peered into the gloom how many lives, secrets, traumas, and
celebrations, imprinted and captured on old Onionskin

Figure 6: Corpus Adoption Files
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typewriter paper were gradually disintegrating, taking their respective secrets with them as
they slowly decayed.
From out of this gloom appeared a short rotund woman, who moved with a birdlike
briskness to her and who seemed to hop rather than walk her way back behind the front
desk and then asked quite brusquely what I required. As I explained who I was, what
background information I knew, or thought I knew, and what I was attempting to
accomplish and why, her demeanor changed, and her aura grew softer and more
compassionate. She explained to me in a gentle melodic voice that she would look for the
records and that it would take awhile, considering how old the records were and that
because of the nature of the adoption they might be in a variety of places and therefore
incomplete, but that she would certainly do all that she could to help. As we spoke I noticed
that her surname was Hispanic, and perhaps I imagined it, but I began to sense a kindred
compassion emanating from her, as if on some level she was whispering to me in a sort of
telepathic sotto voice, “I will do all I can to help you because you are one of my people.”
As I stood there, so close to unlocking my history, and yet still so distinctly separated from
it, waves of emotion began swelling up from someplace deep inside of me. I had to look
down at the desktop surface to get my emotions back under control. I felt tears beginning
to form at the corners of my eyes and simultaneously felt that familiar tightness in the
corners of mouth that for me always accompanies the strain of holding back emotion. At
the same time, I was aware that even if I was not able to refrain from crying I would not
feel ashamed of being emotional under these circumstances. I knew instinctively that even
if the tears did begin to flow, this woman, though I knew her almost not at all, would not
think any the less of me. Instead, I felt strangely secure in the knowledge that she had
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almost certainly dealt with emotional outpourings in this hoary records office before.
Because she now knew my background and the weight of the answers that I was seeking,
she almost certainly also knew what it had taken to psychologically and emotionally come
even this far, and indubitably would be all the more compassionate because of it. She told
me that she would begin looking for the documents and that she would give me a call when
she had found anything that was relevant to my circumstances, and that in the meantime
there was nothing I could do but wait. She then directed me to some local eateries, and
because I understood that this was just another of the many forthcoming steps in this
Kafkaesque process I should anticipate, I acquiesced to her suggestion and took the
opportunity to escape the dankness of this space thinking that I would use the time to
explore more of Corpus Christi and learn more about this hometown that I had never seen.
Sadly, after a few more insipid passes through the downtown Corpus Christi area,
I realized that there was nothing more to see, other than a few struggling bars, some tattoo
parlors, and a few not especially appealing eateries. By this time, the rain that had been
drumming away steadily all afternoon finally subsided, and I thought it probably wise to
find a hotel considering the late hour and because I knew more likely than not this process
was not going to be accomplished on this day. As it turns out I was more right than I could
have anticipated. Not only was the task that I had set out to achieve not accomplished that
day, but it was not accomplished the next day either. Even though I called the office
number, I was unable to reach a human respondent, and by mid-afternoon decided that the
best option was to simply drive back to the office and make my presence felt, a reminder
to the clerks that there was in fact a human component to this process. I hoped that this
reminder might in some way speed this process along. After all, considering the otherwise
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listless pace of this town, what could possibly delay the identification, location and
couriering of a few documents?
I arrived back at what I
now identified inside my own
head as the “dead letter office.” I
elected to call it such because the
office felt like a tomb and
because the nameless clerks
reminded me of mummies who
happened to be entombed within
Figure 7: Sign of Records Office

it, surrounded only by reams of

papyrus containing secrets, dreams, and family histories that they were tasked with
guarding and which they knew they were not supposed to access for any reason. This
situational environment reminded me of that ascribed to that uniquely tragic American
literary character Bartleby the Scrivener, created by the American Renaissance writer
Herman Melville. Bartleby's whose supposed years of employment in a “dead letter office,”
one that I imagined was very much like this one, led to madness and his eventual death,
but only after his subtle and repeated cries for help, forever captured in the line “I’d prefer
not to” went interminably unheeded. Like Bartleby, I too preferred not to be trapped in
what was already beginning to feel like a repetitious or cyclical holding pattern, but I also
understood that to acquire the answers I sought I would have to endure this Kafkaesque
Trial-like experience.
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As I re-entered this tomb of records, I was horrified to observe several of the clerks
sitting at their respective desks ripping paper files and documents in half and feeding the
scraps into a shredder. I hoped for history’s sake that these records had already been
scanned into some electronic database somewhere, but of course I had no way of knowing
if this was the case, or if these records, whose pages contained the semiotic symbols
signifying and detailing facets of peoples lives, were simply being destroyed because they
were old or because the patrons they represented were no longer living and therefore these
records were considered quite literally not being worth the paper they were printed on.
The Wren, as I now considered her in my mind, appeared from the depths and
gloom of the records catacombs and told me that my records had indeed been discovered,
and were quite old, and that they had already been couriered over the courthouse as
required. Lowering her voice to a whisper, she told me that she had in fact discovered two
different sets of records and that based upon what she had read within their pages, imagined
that I could anticipate receiving one set of records relatively quickly, but that the data
contained within the other set of records would more likely than not require my having to
meet with a judge and getting him to sign off on the records I was requesting being released.
I tried to discern what she was really saying, and although I scanned her expression intently,
and tried through my own body and facial expressions to encourage her to share what she
knew, other than a general sense of sadness, she shared nothing and I was unable to elicit
any other information from her. With my heart now rising in my chest, I began to imagine
the very worst of possible reasons for adoption scenarios but knowing there was nothing
more to be gained here I chose not to press the topic any further and instead thanked her
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profusely for her efforts and made my immediate escape from this dead letter mausoleummemorial-library.
As I drove back to the Nueces county courthouse, the Wren’s words weighed
heavily upon me. I tried to imagine what horrific or traumatic information might be
contained within the court adoption records that could have produced such a response
from an otherwise veteran courthouse records accessing woman. Based upon what little
information I thought I knew, which was little more than gossipy tidbits that had been
shared with me throughout the years by Louis and Ginger Ollivier, pieces that they
claimed they had acquired from the social services officers of the court, I believed that I
had been removed from my biological mother’s care because of abuse and neglect.
Subsequently, over the years, any time I had displayed any behavioral tendencies that met
with their respective disapproval I had been told that it was likely a result of trauma that I
had suffered at the hands of my biological mother. Having no reason to believe
otherwise, I had accepted Louis and Ginger Olliver’s word as gospel and now as I faced
the prospect of uncovering the truth began to wonder if the actual extent of the abuse and
or neglect might not be more than I was prepared to handle emotionally or
psychologically. As I arrived at the parking lot-harbor of the courthouse I was again
struck by its citadel-like façade and thought again about how bizarrely Kafkaesque this
whole process already felt. Sitting in the car, I remembered an aphorism from Kafka’s
novel The Castle where the audience is reminded that when one chooses to embark upon
any kind of awesome task to succeed one must recognize that “From a certain point
onward there is no longer any turning back. That is the point that must be
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reached” (Kafka, 1954, p.110). Bolstered by words penned by a man far wiser than I,
again I chose to climb the castle steps and made my way inside.
Because I had already previously navigated these hallways, I was able to return
directly to the same desk and the same bureaucratic clerk on the 4th floor that I had dealt
with earlier, bypassing even more of the same hapless looking citizen-pilgrims then I had
observed the first time I cruised these hallways. After waiting in another interminably long
line, I was finally able to inquire about the status of the paperwork process. I was told one
set of records had already been processed but had not yet reached this particular desk for
release, and that the other set of records, because of the nature of the content they contained,
content that no one seemed willing or able to define or address by name, would definitely
require a judge’s signature. Furthermore, because of already late hour of the day, and the
amount of time needed to process both of these document requests, it would be wise to
return the following day.
With little other option but to obey, I soon found myself back outside the citadel
walls and subsequently back at the hotel with little else to do than kill time until the
following day arrived when I would once again be tasked with waiting until the
subsequent day when I would again have to repeat a new iteration of what was quickly
becoming a never-ending perpetual cyclical process. I wish I could say that the
paperwork process occurred quickly. The fact is that each day, all day long, for a full four
days. I was forced to return to the citadel, stand in line, check on the status, leave to have
lunch, return, check on the status, discover that nothing had changed, and be told that I
would once again have to return the following day to repeat the very same process that I
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had just endured in the hopes that the paperwork had somehow moved its way along or
up the invisible chain of Nueces county courthouse priorities.
Each evening after having spent the full day waiting, pestering, inquiring, and
being told that nothing yet had changed by the same courthouse clerk, I would walk the
Corpus Christi city streets, or cruise the harbor area telling myself that this process was
necessary if I was to ever acquire the records I needed for the answers and eventual
catharsis that I sought. As both my time and my money slipped away, I marveled at how
insidious this bureaucratic process truly was and how if I were not able to financially
afford to spend four days and nights in hotel, or had been unable to rent a car for a full
week, this process would never have even reached this stage of development. Each
morning anticipating the day’s inevitable process I would muster my waning
psychological and emotional energy by reminding and repeating to myself that famous
line from Shakespeare’s Henry V play, “Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once
more” and would then sally forth to repeat what seemed to be a Sisyphean task.
On Friday, of what was the fifth day of the process, the same male clerk, with
whom I engaged each and every day, whose initially wispy thinning hair now seemed
thinner, whose nicotine stained fingers seemed more stained, and whose sallow
complexion now seemed even more sallow, was able to tell me that my paperwork was to
his personal knowledge actually physically on the desk of the judge who needed to
approve its release. He suggested that I pass through another level of security, complete
with x-ray machines, walk through metal detectors, and past guards wielding metal
detecting wands and firearms, up another two floors and attempt to speak to the judge
directly to petition him personally to release the records that I had now been waiting for a
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full five days. Of course I was willing to make any effort to facilitate or hurry this
process. Despite successfully navigating this new set of physical and personnel obstacles,
including having to retell and repeat the history behind my request several times to a
variety of various female staffers in the judge’s antechambers, I was finally passed
through the office only to be told by what appeared to be the final gatekeeping clerk that
the judge was out of the office and that he might return before close of business that
afternoon. Convinced that I was now closer to the Great and Powerful Oz than ever, and
even closer to achieving my desired success, and reinvigorated and more determined by
its proximity, I inquired from these clerks if the judge was still in the building and if it
would be beneficial for me to go find him. This new round of clerks then began providing
me with a brand new series of esoteric responses, implying that it might be best to return
on Monday and providing all kinds of possible and theoretical reasons that the judge may
not return or may not have time to address this issue on this particular day. Instead of
firing off a response, like “if you don’t know, say you don’t know” because I knew that
any comment of the sort would only infuriate or insult these harpies, I instead bit my
tongue and reminded myself that this situation was merely another representatively
stereotypical encounter, again like one out of Kafka’s novel The Castle. Instead I forced a
small smile and thought of that passage from Kafka’s writing that referred to this very
sort of bureaucrat-generated banality and his statement that “It’s only because of their
stupidity that they’re able to be so sure of themselves” (Kafka, 1954, p 50).
I elected to share candidly and despite my best efforts a bit sourly, that I had
already been in town for a full week at this point and that three more days of paying for a
hotel and a rental car in Corpus Christi, Texas was not part of my life plan. These clerks
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seemed to understand my growing frustration and suggested that I wait in the main
entranceway foyer of the courthouse building and that when the judge returned to the
office they would be sure to call me on my cell phone and let me know so that I could
then try, try again.
Thus, once again I found myself waiting, this time seated prominently in the
middle of the citadel entranceway foyer unabashedly watching the swirling flow of
befuddled and dazed citizen-pilgrims in and out of this government castle. I watched
them get directed, redirected, and unknowingly captured and released by the multiple and
imperceptible push and pull forces of the bureaucratically directed currents, tides, and
eddies that flowed ceaselessly from one administrative desktop or office space to another.
As I watched these patterns ebb and flow around me, I thought about how much of my
own life experiences, physical movements, and limitations, including time spent and
choices of action, had also been influenced or directed by similar currents that I had been
unaware of. I realized that it was highly likely that when I did finally access my sealed
adoption records they would not prove to be the panacea I imagined them to be. Instead,
what I now recognized was that true catharsis demanded that not only must the
information contained within these sealed records be examined, addressed, responded to,
and subsequently appropriated, but also that those missing pieces of psyche and soul that
would be revealed would then have to be applied or superimposed like a map key or
legend onto my already lived, but not fully understood or deciphered life occurrences.
This would be especially important and necessary for those encounters and experiences
endured during my Central Intelligence Agency directed international childhood,
experiences and perspectives that I still held which I now realized would have to be
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reexamined and potentially adapted to account for the introduction of this new data.
Appreciating that the life portrait that I had until this moment believed accurate might in
fact be badly skewed, I understood that only through a renewed panoramic revisiting and
re-evaluation would the true colors and dimensions of self be revealed.
I realized that as I processed through these thoughts I had totally disengaged from
the immediate physical environment and had, as is my pattern, disappeared internally into
my own mental palace. Thinking that I might have missed a call while I was mentally
absent I checked my cell phone, only to realize no such luck. Checking the time, I
observed that it was growing late in the afternoon and I was growing increasingly
impatient and not inclined to wait much longer. I began to fear that I would either have
to capitulate and leave Corpus Christi with this task unaccomplished, or would have to
remain at the hotel for the weekend and try again on the subsequent Monday. I elected to
call the judge’s office and asked the clerk that answered the phone if he had yet returned,
repeating once again who I was. She asked me where I was, I told her I was still waiting
in the citadel entranceway foyer as I had been instructed to do several hours ago. Perhaps
out of pity, or out of frustration with my incessant pestering she shared that the judge was
at that very moment in a lobby level courtroom selecting jury members for a different
upcoming trial. Perhaps, she offered, I might be able to catch his attention, and request
his assistance before he left for the weekend.
Because I am not a particularly confrontational person, because I was growing
increasingly apprehensive that despite my best efforts I might not achieve my objective,
because I was simultaneously concerned that I might in fact actually achieve my
objective and would subsequently have to live with the results, because I was nervous
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about what questions the judge might ask of me, and because I have been conditioned to
not interrupt, I felt very much at a loss as to how best to proceed with this next
bureaucratic hurdle. So, I elected to go with what is my normal pattern and chose to go
directly at the problem. I pushed my way through the thick wooden double doors into the
sole lobby level courtroom and as I rounded the corner and viewed the courtroom in its
entirety, to include its extensive seating area, I was approached by a short balding
unimpressive towheaded man, who happened to be standing nearby, and who asked me in
a friendly tone if I was there to respond to a call for jury duty? No, I said, in fact I’m
looking for judge ___. At which point the man said, that’s me, how can I help you? Like
Dorothy from the Wizard of Oz upon finally seeing behind the curtain, I too was taken
aback by how unimpressive this great and powerful Oz truly seemed. I explained very
directly in perfunctory terms who I was, what I was seeking, and why I required his help.
I also shared that these records would be part of a future doctoral dissertation and that I
needed them not only for my own personal, emotional, and psychological closure, but
that I also required them for academic reasons and explained the longitudinal objective of
the dissertation that I planned to write. To his credit, he listened attentively, nodded
accordingly, and instructed me in the tone of one who is used to being obeyed, to follow
him up to his office. He then briskly led the way through security, into the elevator, down
the hall and into his chambers. Once inside his office, he instructed me to take a seat;
which I of course obeyed. He then took a seat on the other side of an enormous wooden
desk, quickly looked through some documents until he located what he was seeking,
subsequently filled out some forms, handed me an envelope, and said “best of luck to you
young man,” and directed me posthaste out of his office.
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Like awakening suddenly from a dream, I was shocked to find myself so quickly
back out in the hallway. Being somewhat stunned, I reacted automatically by walking
briskly away from the judge’s chambers now clutching the envelope that held my life
history tightly in my hand. I had to fight the instinct not to run and felt adrenalin pumping
through me. I was convinced, though not sure why, that after so much effort, so much
time, so much money, surely something would still go wrong, surely something had been
forgotten. The release of such important records couldn’t be this post-climactic. I listened
for the sound of running feet, convinced that some new clerk would come chasing down
the hallway after me telling me that some process had not been completed appropriately
and that I would have to surrender the documents that I had just now been gifted. I began
to walk faster, maybe once inside the elevator I would be free and clear I thought. The
doors closed ever so slowly, and still my heart raced. The doors opened and I was again
in the citadel entranceway foyer. Moving briskly, still convinced someone had made a
mistake, and feeling like I had stolen something, I headed for the exit, more quickly now,
down the stairs, across the grass, into the car, and out of the harbor parking lot. Not sure
quite where I was going, I turned the car, first one way and then another, tacking down
one side street and up another, past empty lots and ramshackle houses with drooping
porches and overgrown lawns, looking desperately for the on-ramp to that familiar and
safe black river highway, so that I might make my escape successfully.
Despite the pounding rain that had suddenly blown in from Gulf, or perhaps
because of it, I grew increasingly determined to put plenty of distance between myself
and this biologically ascribed hometown that had somehow come to feel like an
impromptu detention camp over the course of the past week. Now that I was again back
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on a familiar stretch of black river highway I was able to put the peddle down and flowed
steadily north, once again passing by the same twisted industrial skeletal frameworks
illuminated by red
neon lighting that
had borne witness
to my earlier
passing just a
week before. Now
however, they
seemed more
threatening, more
ghastly, and more

Figure 8: Leaving Corpus Christi

insidious; strange semiotic trifecta representations of that ancient three-headed monster
Cerberus, but unlike other unfortunate souls trapped here I would not be denied my
escape.
As I continued to travel further away from Corpus Christi I felt the internal
frenetic emotional and psychological maelstrom beginning to subside and as I
approached the outskirts of San Antonio began to ease off of the accelerator. Up ahead, I
could see that the inward bound city traffic had slowed to a crawl and as I merged and
began crawling along with it, saw up ahead on the side of the road a battered pick-up
truck pulled over, selling what appeared to be antique hand carved wood artwork out of
the back. No longer feeling the extreme pressing need to escape, I pulled over and
climbed out of the car so that I could examine the man’s wares and to my surprise
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discovered crammed in the
back of this pickup truck,
wrapped in burlap a 4 foot
by 3.5 foot tall wooden
carving of Jesus Christ on
the cross. Speaking in
Spanish I asked the old
man if it was for sale, and
he responded that it was,
but that it was broken and
that because of it he would
give me deal on the price. I
was skeptical of what I
might see but when he
Figure 9: Jesus (Actual Size: 4'7" X 2'4")

pulled the burlap aside I
knew immediately that I had

to have this piece. A slightly broken Jesus Christ figure encountered accidently or
perhaps divinely placed on the side of the road, where an equally slightly broken man
would find it, a man who happened to be heading back into a town named for the patron
saint of lost or amputated things. At that moment, I realized that far too many
coincidental exchanges had occurred on this trip, too many providentially semiotic
signifiers had made their presences known, and my being superstitious or stupid-stitious
mattered not all. I paid the old man the price he asked, gently placed the figure in the car,
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and slowly merged back into the flow of traffic still determined to drive as far as I could
before darkness inhibited any more travel for that night.
The traffic once again began to pick up speed as I exited the San Antonio city
limits, now safely on the far side. Once again, I put the peddle down to make some time
aware that I was feeling increasingly at peace knowing that no matter what the sealed
adoption records might reveal I would finally possess a more complete knowledge of the
truth of my life circumstances. That knowledge, combined with the awareness that I had
Jesus or Jesús, which seemed more apropos in this instance, in the trunk, was more than
enough to make me smile just a little as I drove northward into the growing darkness.
Now that I was in possession of the previously sealed pre-adoption court records,
the next necessary and immediate step was of course to read them, which I set about
accomplishing with grim determination. I knew that no matter how I might initially feel
about what was typed within these pages, the information therein would only portray a
small fraction of the truth. As Plato argued in his treatise The Doctrine of Truth, there
exists a metaphysical problem inherent in the idea of truth itself, thus any truth that I
might want to believe or to discount although fundamental in these court documents,
would of course need to be taken with a grain of salt, interpreted accordingly considering
the circumstances, and despite it all could ultimately only prove to be liberating. After all,
no matter what horrors real or imagined might be enclosed within these pages, my
presence in this place, at this time, and the reality of my personal, academic and
professional successes thus far demonstrated unequivocally that I had already acquired,
or perhaps intrinsically possessed, the agency and tools necessary to overcome any
demons or their remnants that might still lurk within these file document’s pages. As
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Kafka posited in his novel The Castle, men maintain an amazing ability to remain
resilient in the face of what is what is otherwise considered to be a crippling truth. Or as
he put it, the system, which he recognized in the text as whatever philosophy the
dominant sociocultural and political party at the time provided, posited or projected for
its own ends possessed a “logic [that] may indeed be unshakeable, but it cannot withstand
a man who is determined to live” (Kafka, 1954, p. 60). As my continued and most recent
efforts in Corpus Christi demonstrated by my having survived and surmounted yet
another trial (pun intended), my aspiration to live, fully, completely, and
comprehensively had by no means been diminished.
Thus, as I read through the various documents contained within the file a mental
picture of the life of the woman that produced me, my biological mother, began to slowly
take shape. The more I read, the more I understood, and more I understood, the more
relieved yet simultaneously embittered I felt myself becoming. These records did not
paint the portrait of a woman who was abusive or neglectful. These records did not
describe the horrors that Louis and Ginger Olliver, my adoptive parents had inferred
existed or led me to believe through their selected and suggested musings. There was no
mention of the horrors that one reads about in in the daily papers; of beatings, or
burnings, or sexual abuses. These pages instead constructed in my mind’s eye a Diego
Rivera-ish portrait of a poor, uneducated, Hispanic mother of three small children. These
document pages described how Ms. Eva Garza, one time wife of — and mother of —and
—was separated from, and subsequently impregnated by another man and produced a
third child, me. Her third pregnancy, whether by different man or by the father of her
other two children, no DNA test was available at that time, created an unresolvable rift
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between her and the father of the other two children. With limited financial means
available to her and by court record little money available from her own aged parents, she
still gave birth to the third child and despite being subsequently abandoned by the father
of the other two children, and by this other mystery man, who is never identified, still she
endeavored valiantly to provide for all three children while earning minimum wage as a
waitress in a restaurant. Were these facts not poignant enough, the court records also
expressly indicate that multiple neighbors helped care for the three children at various
times. At some point, although it is not identified in the records, Texas child-care services
were notified, and the three children were then removed from Ms. Garza’s care.
According to the court records, Eva made quite an impression on the Texas child case
worker as well as the court when she made an unannounced visit to the child care offices
and demanded unequivocally that her children immediately be returned to her. As is
recorded in the documents located in the appendix, Ms. Garza stated that if the children
were not returned she would “come back and kill everyone in the office.” Apparently,
this encounter was substantive or forceful enough to motivate the Texas child care
services personnel into action since the
record reads that after this encounter, the
two eldest children, my half-siblings, were
then placed with their father and his new
wife, and the youngest child, myself, was
then placed in foster care, where shortly
thereafter, at the age of 18 months, I was
Figure 10: Adoption Records
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subsequently adopted by Louis and Ginger Ollivier.
Now that I possessed a better, more comprehensive understanding of my
mother’s, and by extension my own story, I felt imbued with a new and deeply
compassionate and empathetic sense of understanding of what had actually transpired,
and perhaps most importantly for the first time in my life possessed a grounded sense of
ownership or true agency. Now I knew who I really was and from where (meaning the
people as well as the location) I really came. As I read, through the documents the initial
sense of fear and trepidation I possessed soon gave way to feelings of sadness, grief,
frustration, anger, and eventually pride. I actually laughed out loud, albeit through teary
eyes, when I read the quote in the court records where my mother, Eva Garza threatened
to kill all the people present in the room if they did not immediately return her children to
her. I imagined that those words that she voiced or yelled in frustration only helped to
seal her fate as a pre-conceived unfit mother and simultaneously as a somewhat beastly or
uncanny “other” in the eyes of a predominately Anglo directed court, but I also
recognized and understood that these were not the words or deeds of a broken defeated
person. Instead, this “barbaric yawp” encapsulated the words, feelings, and actions of a
deeply prideful, loving, passionate woman, one who was frustrated, fearful, and who
faced not only overwhelming crippling personal circumstances but also the juggernaut of
tiered stratified systemic layers of a financially overwhelming and hegemonically
oppressive Anglo dominant system. A system that undoubtedly had changed very little
and was very much similar to that same system that I had just recently faced some forty
odd years later. One that despite my own extensive level of education and considerably
greater financial means, still forced me to explain or justify my choices and my right to
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access my own biological history and personal birth records to an Anglo man. One
perched atop a hegemonic system that had stymied my own best efforts for a full week’s
time. In light of that context, what possible alternative options or personal agency-based
choices could this impoverished, possibly illiterate bilingual Hispanic mother of three
small children possibly have hoped for?
I now realized that I had not been told or provided with even a modicum of the
truth; philosophical and metaphysical problems defining what “truth” might actually
consist of be damned. None of the records that I had accessed remotely reflected the story
that I had been raised believing. Nothing in the court records suggested or even hinted at
any abuse other than that which comes from being poor, hungry, and quite possibly dirty.
So where on earth had this misinformation come from? I only knew that the spotty
information that I possessed had come from my adoptive mother Ginger Lee ChittickOllivier, who had told on one occasion me that she had received off the record
secondhand information about abuse from an adoption caseworker, and that the abuse I
had suffered had been at the hands of my biological mother. And yet, there was nothing
of that sort contained within the court records that I was provided. The absence of this
data in the court records raised all kinds of new questions, although foremost on the list
was whether the woman that had raised and educated me from 18 months until 18 years
of age, had knowingly and intentionally lied or mislead me about the nature of my birth
and the conditions of my early childhood. Since this issue was now a real possibility and
required consideration, of course I had to also question and consider what if any other
aspects of my childhood, especially those experiences endured during the incredibly
trying Central Intelligence Agency directed international years spent in the Republic of
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Mozambique, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Republic of Congo and Kingdom of Spain, she
might have lied about.
This line of thinking caused me to begin considering those reasons or
justifications that one might have for informing a child that they had suffered abuse,
especially if that child did not seem to manifest evidence of that abuse, and particularly if
that child had never asked about or even independently introduced the idea of that they
might have been abused. As I considered the implications of this new data, I began to
reflect upon what I knew to be true about my childhood and adolescent years and realized
that for as far back as I could remember I had felt a strange and pervasive ever-present
lingering and dissociative angst of being a man without a home, without a people, and
without a name. What I was not certain of was whether the genesis of this feeling
predated the international experience years, or if the international Central Intelligence
Agency directed childhood and adolescence experiences caused or exacerbated this
feeling.
As I pondered this realization, I remembered that Louis and Ginger Ollivier had
both shared with me at various times that after they took ownership of me as a child, that
unlike my older sister Maite (a Basque nickname contraction for the name Maria Teresa),
who was also adopted, and who by their telling seemed unfazed by the process, I
responded “badly” to the process. Almost immediately I began having nightmares from
which I would awaken screaming, soiling myself regularly, walking in my sleep, often
times changing sleeping locations in the middle of the night, and frequently being
discovered the next morning sleeping in odd or unusual places, all the while steadfastly
refusing to engage emotionally or physically with either Louis or Ginger Ollivier.
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Although I do not consciously remember any of these particular incidents, the
pattern of nightmares and waking in the middle of the night in a panic still persist to this
very day, so at least that much of the history I had been told I know to be substantive. But
because I now realized that the “truth” that I had been raised believing in was by no
means true, I now felt obliged to continue questioning the veracity of those stories and
systems within which I had been inculcated. I realized that to truly achieve the psychoemotional liberation and catharsis that I was seeking that I could not abandon, forgo, or
bypass the remainder of the autoethnographic journey that I had already embarked upon.
What I realized, or had learned thus far, albeit a tad sorrowfully, was that for me there
was no pathway back to an innocent, unsullied, or utopian childhood; there was no way
to return to a something that never existed. Instead, my journey demanded that I remain
onboard this autoethnographic vessel, and voyage deeper into that as yet unexamined
obscurity of an international espionage-laden childhood and adolescent past. Now at
least, I was armed with the glowing ember of the new knowledge that I currently
possessed, which fueled a determined desire to understand, confront, and dispel those
memories, both fair and foul, that I knew existed ageless and enduring inside the echo
chambers of my mind.
I also knew that if I ever hoped to find or identify the source or wellspring of that
agency and independence that had brought me to the brink of this next stage of my
autoethnographic journey, I Roberto Tomás Ollivier – Garza, as I now self-identified,
would have to continue onward with my journey. Having elected post-Corpus Christi to
incorporate my biological mother’s name into my existence and as a result, feeling
psychologically and emotionally unchained, unbound, and powerfully Prometheus-like,
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as if improved though not yet completely refurbished, and empowered in the knowledge
that I possessed full adult maturity and intellect, I knew I would have to re-examine those
Central Intelligence Agency imposed international experiences of my youth, especially if
I hoped to ever identify or locate a pathway out of the allegorical and semiotic darkness.
Of course, I also understood that identifying and locating the path was still a far
cry from being ready, competent, and capable of actually walking the path; a prospect
made even more intimidating by Plato’s descriptive warning in his celebrated Allegory of
the Cave. In it he asserted that anyone seeking “Truth” would first have to overcome the
crushing darkness that accompanied the agency generated independent turning away from
the familiar flickering, false projections of the artificial, puppeteer-generated “truths,”
followed by feelings of immense isolation as one steadfastly made their way alone
through the allegorical darkness. Only by surmounting these initial obstacles could the
determined allegorical prisoner hope to ever encounter and thus overcome the last
obstacle, a new, increasingly uncomfortable, eventually overwhelming, metaphorical
light of Truth inducing “blindness.” Those beliefs and systems that the prisoner once
mistakenly thought defined his life, and that were previously shrouded in darkness, are
now made visible, and are exposed in their reality as chains in the blistering light of this
new illuminating and truthful sun.
Because I was already familiar with this allegory, I understood that despite the
inevitable initial discomforts, the success of my future choices, both personal and
professional, mandated that I stay the course. Like Plato’s prisoner attempting escape
from the cave, I also had to maintain my heading, knowingly pushing deeper into the
darkness, letting the currents of the river of time pull me along further and faster,
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returning to that next, first, international station, one that was and remains actually
geographically located on the coast of the dark continent itself.
Although I had already successfully navigated the semiotic currents, tides and
mini-maelstroms of the initial part of my autoethnographic journey, that return to Corpus
Christi, and had survived the initial foray into the time-space memory realm, I found
myself struggling to determine if the approach, methodology, and tone that I had used
remained suitable for engaging in the next stage or leg of this journey. Unlike the opening
jaunt to a geographically and temporally adjacent Corpus Christi, Texas, which
successfully recounted and addressed my unusual, albeit domestic adoption life
circumstances, experiences that any number of other people might also share and that are
not too outlandishly based, the next anticipated chapters needed to address issues far
beyond the sociocultural, geographic, linguistic and in some cases historically temporal
purview of most mainstream American individuals. Because of this, the parameters
selected and needed to identify, describe, define, and encapsulate these next several
passages or stations were particularly important and therefore needed be selected
accordingly, particularly if the recounting and subsequent examination of these
experiences was to be fully articulated, correspondingly vetted, and ultimately proven to
be factually supported.
At the same time, because the audience is being tasked with understanding and
sharing in the experiences of the author, there exists an underlying and inherent
presumption or necessity that the audience will also be provided with the intellectual,
emotional, and psychological, not to mention moral, tools necessary for understanding
the author’s perspective. Essentially therefore, the parameters selected must allow and
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encourage the author and audience to travel in tandem and collaboratively, albeit
metaphysically, across vast geographic, cultural, and chronological distances, while also
allowing, encouraging, and fostering the sense that author and audience share a
metaphorical moral compass, one that possesses an accurate and clearly defined
directional indicator or needle that remains steadfastly true, no matter the proximate or
circumstantial emotional or psychological nature of the autoethnographic geographically
particular maelstrom thereby allowing author and audience to maintain their steady
heading toward that commonly agreed upon destinational wunderland known as “Truth.”
Provided that this “Truth,” much like the North Star, is clearly demarcated, then
throughout the remainder of the journey, no matter what the geographic or metaphysical
distance being covered nor the obscurity of the various subsequent geographic stations,
the audience will always be able to orient and navigate within the text using “Truth” as
the fixed celestial body upon which their respective metaphorical sextants can be
focused.
Therefore, in that regard, and with that intention having been clarified, I put forth
that as I transition into the next aspect of this journey that I will maintain a steadfast selfreflection to self-efficacy writing and research focus by steady adherence to the five
criteria that professor Laurel Richardson (2000a) identified as necessary when one
attempts this type of autoethnographic work. Richardson claimed that “interpretive
sufficiency, representational adequacy, and authentic adequacy” (Richardson, 2000a, p.
76) are necessary for success and can be achieved through a five-step process, the first of
which she identifies as substantive contribution, or the asking of oneself if the piece
contributes to the understanding of social life and if that work is grounded in social
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scientific perspective. Second is aesthetic merit, or does the piece succeed aesthetically
and does it avoid being boring? Third, reflexivity, is the author’s point of view clear and
is adequate self-awareness and self-exposure demonstrated? Fourth, impact: Does the
work affect the reader emotionally, intellectually, and as a scholar, generating new
questions? Fifth and finally, does the work express a reality: Does it embody a fleshedout lived-experience (Richardson, 2000a, p. 76)?
Provided I adhere to Richardson’s criteria and to the formulaic suggestions
already identified and addressed previously in this paper, I am confident that the
subsequent autoethnographic segments which I have identified in Conrad-esque The
Heart of Darkness fashion as “stations,” will not only prove to be high quality and
invaluable text, but will also serve as further evidence of my lifelong battle to establish
agency, to overcome the uncanny, and escape the panoptic strangeways experiences that
were foisted upon me, despite my having never volunteered or been trained to engage in
these otherwise fantastic circumstances.
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STATION 2
THE REPUBLIC OF MOZAMBIQUE, MAPUTO
(December 1979 – March 1981)
“A rush and a push and the land that
We stand on is ours
It has been before
So it shall be again
And people who are uglier than you and I
They take what they need, and just leave…”
--(The Smiths, A Rush and a Push And the Land Is Ours, 1987)
The Central Intelligence Agency World Factbook identifies in its chapter
outlining the history and characteristics of the southeastern African Republic of
Mozambique that “almost five centuries as a Portuguese colony came to a close with
independence in 1975.” (CIA Factbook) In this regard Mozambique was not particularly
different from many of it sub-Saharan African neighbors who also had fought, bled, and
died to win their own respective freedoms from colonial tyranny during the same
approximate time period. What was significantly different about Mozambique, however,
is that shortly after achieving its independence, its capital city Maputo would come to be
called home, beginning in December of 1979, for a period of 2.5 years by the Ollivier
family (comprised at that time of Louis, Ginger, Maite and Roberto), on the orders of the
Central Intelligence Agency.
One might think that because of the relatively recent and bloody war for
independence that this new nation had just undergone, that the Central Intelligence
Agency in its expansive wisdom might have elected to send single men or single women
or even childless married couples considering the violent history of atrocities committed
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by both European and African forces during the various stages of the multiple and
respective insurrections, coups d’état, and wars for independence, so well documented in
the historical-fiction novels penned by the postcolonial South African author Wilbur
Smith. On the other hand, when one considers or remembers that the United States was
itself at the time embroiled in the midst of a geo-global Cold War, then the old axiom of
“Oh! What a tangled web we weave, when first we practise to deceive!” (Scott, 1904,
p.12), begins to take on a kind of perverse sense. It certainly helps clarify why the
Agency would elect to send what appeared, at least ostensibly, to be a normal nuclear
American family into an environment that would ultimately prove to be immeasurably
costly and damaging to all parties involved, to include those that intentionally and those
that unknowingly orbited the Ollivier family, and by extension did also in concentric
fashion orbit a well concealed and surreptitious puppet master.
I do not recall much of the journey to
Mozambique, but I do remember that Ginger
provided both Maite and myself with travel
backpacks that contained comic books,
candy, little snack items, games, and a large
silver whistle that we were instructed to use
if we were to somehow get separated or lost
during transit.
Figure 11: Passport Images
I recall that when we first arrived in Mozambique we were placed in a small
relatively uninteresting gray blocky apartment-style house that was meant to serve as our
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temporary quarters while the house that we would eventually be moving into was in the
process of being repaired. These temporary quarters were nothing remarkable and I
possess no real memories associated with these lodgings other than the fact that there was
an avocado tree outside from which we regularly picked and ate the fruit. Aside from this
detail, there is little that stands out about this time period spent in these temporary
quarters, other than a story associated with these lodgings, which suggests that it was
during this time period that I first began to develop, demonstrate, and display a sense of
individual agency and an initial level of resistance to these new strange familial and
environmental conditions that one can only imagine must have struck a cultural and
linguistically displaced 7-year-old as incredibly uncomfortable and thoroughly uncanny.
For reasons that I do not know, my adoptive father Louis brought or invited his
mother Josephina, or as she was more commonly and publically referred to in the
Anglicized world Josephine, the name she used when she introduced herself to other
people, with us into this new, different, dreamlike, environment. Perhaps the intended
purpose was to help with this international move, or to assist Ginger (my adoptive
mother) with the settling in process, I simply do not
know. But in any case, Josephine or “Tachi” (read: the
Basque word for grandfather) as my sister Maite and I
called her, had journeyed with the family to
Mozambique and worked diligently alongside Louis
and Ginger to help everyone settle into this new
environment, despite the fact that she herself did not
Figure 12: Josephine
Amestoy Lambert (Tachi)
1918-2017

speak Portuguese, and had never been to this part of
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the world at any time in her life previously. In any case, Tachi, who I remember as a
remarkable, strong, kind, woman, who had grown up living and working in Noriega’s
Basque hotel in Bakersfield, California, was with the family as this lifestyle transition
from First World metropolitan suburban northern Virginia to coastal Third World subSaharan Africa process happened.
Because I was so young when this first international move happened I do not
recall a lot about this time period, and much of it seems to exist in a dreamlike memory
state in my mind’s eye, but what I do remember is framed by a story about this early time
period that Tachi once many years later laughingly recounted to me, a story she claimed
that clearly identified my inherent personality traits while simultaneously epitomizing
one of my earliest acts of rebellion. Tachi’s story began one afternoon, when inspired by
who knows what memory stimulator, she inquired of me if I remembered any of the
events that transpired while we were living in the temporary housing unit where we were
placed shortly after we arrived in Mozambique. When I admitted to her that I did not
remember anything in particular about the time in the temporary housing, she proceeded
to recount to me that in the middle of the night, after a relatively uneventful day of
unpacking personal effects, that I had padded quietly into her bedroom, and without
saying a word, climbed into the bed next to her, cuddled up against her, pulled the covers
up under my chin, and promptly went back to sleep. She told me that she had not minded,
especially since, I had “always been a little furnace” and so without hesitation wrapped
herself around me and also went back to sleep. Tachi told me that this nightly visit
sleeping arrangement process went on for about a week before Ginger, my adoptive
mother discovered what was happening, and instructed me to not continue with this
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process because it was disturbing Tachi. Tachi said that she informed Ginger that this
activity was in fact not disturbing her, but that Ginger still insisted vehemently that I
cease and desist with this practice immediately. Tachi said Ginger addressed me quite
sternly about the matter, and that I responded in my usual silent, serious, and solemn
way, and that I simply nodded in understanding and that Ginger then considered the
matter closed. That night, after everyone was in bed Tachi said I again entered her room
silently and approached the bed. She told me that without uttering a sound she threw
back the covers, and that I simply climbed back into the bed as I had done for a week or
so and promptly curled up against her and went back to sleep. When the first rays of the
early morning sun began to stream into the room, Tachi said that I woke up of my own
accord, quietly climbed out of the bed, and returned to my own room, where I then got
back into my own bed, and went back to sleep. Tachi told me that this pattern of nightly
visits and crack of dawn morning departures continued for a period of weeks, and that
neither one of us ever said a word about it to Ginger. To this very day, in fact, Ginger
does not know this event ever occurred. Tachi finished up the story by laughing and
repeating that this event was a precursory indicator of my character and of the strength of
the identity development that was still yet to come, and that it was very clear during this
time period that I was simply not going to obey. Tachi finished the retelling of her story
by saying “You didn’t argue, you didn’t just fuss, you just didn’t obey,” and then ended
the tale by saying, “and under those particularly unique and challenging circumstances I
didn’t blame you for your behavior, not one little bit.”
After a few weeks spent in temporary housing our new home was ready, fully
refurbished by the U.S. government and at taxpayer expense, and probably repaired to
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better than it had ever been originally. We subsequently left the temporary housing unit
and then moved into what I remember as a gleaming, white walled and red tile roofed
colonial meets plantation style home.
This house, which had without doubt been built by the Portuguese colonialist sat
perched panoptically upon a hill overlooking the Maputo Bay or Baía da Lagoa, as the
Portuguese had ascribed it. From the front steps of the house one possessed a magnificent
panoramic view of the Indian Ocean, which also included a sliver of a view of a ribbon of
the Mozambican coastline that meandered up and away until it disappeared into the hazy
distance, an image that I now associate with that Joseph Conrad’s protagonist Marlow’s
initial view of the African continent as it was described in the famous novella The Heart
of Darkness. In it, Marlow describes what could have easily been the Mozambican
coastline, one “fringed with white surf, [running] straight like a ruled line, far, far away,
along a blue sea whose litter was blurred by a creeping mist,” a mist which in my own
memory inevitably dissipated under the fierce Mozambican afternoon sun.
The house, like others provided all over the world by the U.S. government to its
overseas personnel, was incredibly spacious and possessed an expansive kitchen, a glass
walled sunroom, as well as a living and dining room on the ground floor, which
connected via large broad staircase to a second floor, where sizeable individual bedrooms
and bathrooms were located. The backyard, as it was, was comprised of a relatively small
cement courtyard that backed onto what seemed to a 7-year-old, to be a towering rear
security wall. The front yard of the house was far more inviting for play, and possessed
grass, a couple of very large and lofty trees, and a paved driveway that led to blue plastic
awning covered carport.
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Figure 13: Mozambique House
This house, by all possible imaginable standards and benchmarks, stood in stark
contrast to the sprawling grass or straw-topped, mud-floored hut villages that I remember
seeing as we would drive past, and where a large percentage of the local Mozambican
population lived. I remember marveling at these structures because I had previously
never seen anything of the sort. Because I was a child and because I was totally
unfamiliar with conditions of poverty of this or any sort, I imagined ignorantly that these
hamlets had a sort of romantic quaintness to them. I often wondered as we drove past
them what they must have looked like on the inside, but of course I never had the courage
or opportunity to see for myself.
Like these hamlets that I observed, so too did the local Mozambican population I
contemplated exist at a distance, as they were often viewed through the window of a car
as we drove past, or outside the gates of the embassy, or outside the walls of the various
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embassy properties and homes that we regularly habituated. I did not speak Portuguese,
and because I was a child I did not have to initiate any interactions with the locals, so in
many ways to me they took on a silhouette-ish type property, they were ever-present yet
simultaneously were one dimensional, like a metaphorical shadow, that you could only
see if you stood in the right light and actively looked for it or sought it out.
I realize now that at this early stage of my development I did not possess
sufficient substantive experiences to ascribe either a positive or negative value to the
local Mozambicans other than that feelings of awe and fear that any child would
inherently possesses for adults in general, and in particular for large black adults that are
dressed in military fatigues and that are carrying guns, which was quite a common site in
Mozambique and which I understood instinctively to be a semiotic sign of power.
Additionally, because these people were so opposite of all that was considered familiar,
and because I could not understand what was said or how to navigate this new
environment I often felt uneasy in the situations where direct interaction was required,
quite probably as a direct result of these events being so cumulatively foreign to me.
On those the few occasions when I would or did interact, I found the Mozambican
people to be kind and generous and they would usually flash a quick smile and the
communication between us would often consist of winks, pointing and other
extemporaneous hand gestures. To be clear, these experiences and these people by no
means reflected the prototypical African images created, captured, and portrayed in
Conrad’s novella of a people who “howled, and leaped, and spun and made horrid faces”
(Conrad, 1997, p. 134). Instead these were a people whose actions and behaviors as I
remember were “very far from being aggressive-it was not even defensive, in the usual
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sense; it was undertaken under the stress of desperation, and in its essence was purely
protective” (Conrad, 1997, p.142).
Such was the ethos of the people I observed, and the subsequent pathos that I felt
as we moved into the palatial house that would not only serve as our home for the next
several years, but would also function as a schoolhouse. Lack of quality local education
made it necessary to convert two of the large upstairs empty bedrooms into classrooms
where Ginger, with the assistance of another American woman, would provide
homeschooling for my sister Maite and myself as well as to two other American girls,
Sarah and Kirsta Zimmerman, whose father Art worked for Goodyear Tire and Rubber
Company. Included in the homeschooling group were also the three children of a
neighbor who was a Somali embassy official, and three Greek children whose parents
were also diplomats and who were also friends with Louis and Ginger.
As if this were not enough activity in the home, this house also simultaneously
served as a location where my adoptive father Louis could and did, in relatively plain
sight, conduct clandestine meetings with his local and international contacts and
counterparts. Louis’ covert agenda was of course unknown and unfamiliar to a 7-yearold, but I do recall that I first learned about this aspect and element of our new lifestyle
through two very different educational experiences. The first one which was very direct
occurred when Louis and Ginger Ollivier informed Maite and myself, perhaps because of
a memo or cable from Langley (home to the Central Intelligence Agency Headquarter
Building), that we needed to understand and incorporate or begin practicing a few new
basic safety rules into our new lifestyle here in Mozambique. This list of new rules and
behaviors included our being told that we should not speak to anyone about any of the
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guests that might be randomly present in our house. If we happened to see any of the
people that we knew from being in the house on the street or in passing we were to not
acknowledge them. In fact, if we should accidently or coincidentally see or encounter
these people and they did speak to us, or should happen to wave at us, then by all means
we should respond in kind, but that we should immediately inform Louis or Ginger if any
event like this ever occurred. We were told that these rules were very important and that
people might get hurt if these rules were ignored or disobeyed. I recall thinking that this
was a very strange conversation, and that it seemed at entirely at odds with all the
parental programing about good, polite, and proper manners that we were continuously
being reminded of, that were often reinforced with a spanking if they were ignored.
Because I seemed to be in trouble a lot, and was getting spanked quite regularly anyway
during this time period, and because conditions and circumstances were not exactly ideal,
I recall thinking it best to simply incorporate this new set of rules into what already felt
like a world turned upside down and tried my best to not get into more trouble in the
process.
The second extremely poignant experience about Louis’ covert activities that I
remember occurred late one night when he came into my bedroom and woke me up to
ask where my BB pistol, a Christmas gift from Tachi, was located and could I please load
it and bring it down stairs. Of course, I did what I was asked and when I reached the
downstairs area I quickly located Louis and some man that I did not know sitting in the
glass walled sunroom, drinking alcohol, which I could smell, and arguing loudly,
complete with grandiose hand gestures. Frightened, and in my pajamas, I handed the bb
gun to Louis, who in turn handed the BB gun to this man I had never seen, who then
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proceeded to point it at a nearby light fixture and began shooting holes in the light fixture
globe. I remember getting increasingly frightened, especially since I knew that this was
wrong because when I had been gifted the BB gun I had been warned severely and
explicitly to never point it at anything, or anyone. Yet here, late at night, sitting in our
house was a strange man laughing and shooting holes in the light fixtures with Louis, the
very person who had lectured me about gun safety, and who was now laughing
uproariously right alongside him. Louis turned to me and asked if he could give this
gun, my gun, to this man and promised that he would buy me another one, a better one, if
I would just give it him. Not knowing what to do, or what to say, I fled back upstairs, and
entered Louis and Ginger’s bedroom where Ginger sat reading with the lights on. I told
her through my tears what Louis had said, and that he wanted to give my BB gun away to
the man in the sunroom. Ginger said, “You go back downstairs and tell your father that if
he gives away your BB gun that I am going to leave him.” I didn’t want to go back
downstairs, because I was frightened, and so I stood in the doorway unsure of what I was
supposed to do next. Ginger must have sensed my fear, because she said, “Wait! You go
back to bed, I will deal with this and I promise that he will not give away your BB gun.”
At this point, I was completely terrified, and was sure that I had now done something
wrong by telling on Louis, and that I was certainly going to be punished, so I did what I
was directed and fled back to my bedroom and hid under the covers until I was able to
fall back to sleep.
The next morning when I woke, I crept downstairs as quietly as I could only to
discover that the house was already bustling with people. Because it was necessary to
pass through the glass walled sunroom to get to the kitchen, where I would locate
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breakfast I did so, only to discover what now appeared to be a crime scene. As I walked
through the room I observed men from the embassy busy replacing the shot full of holes
light fixtures as well as the panes of glass that now also had multiple perfect little round
bb holes in them. In the kitchen was Ginger, whose face reflected that she was not at all
happy with the goings on, nor the damages that had been done. I didn’t know it at the
time, but would find out much later on that the man who had been sitting, drinking and
shooting holes in the various items was in fact a Russian that Louis had been attempting
to recruit and spy for the United States. I never knew the man’s name, and still don’t to
this very day, but in light of the severity of the events that would soon be forthcoming, in
retrospect, a few small bb holes was really not much to complain about.
Because of these and other subsequent gatherings or meetings in the house, I
slowly began to understand that this family, the Olliviers, was not like other families, and
that the people that we spent time with fell into two clearly distinctive camps; those that
worked with Louis at the embassy, and who by extension could be trusted, and those who
did not work at the embassy, and who were not to be trusted, even though they might
superficially appear to be family friends, or might even be invited over for dinner or
events that involved them bringing their own children over and all of us and spending
time together, but who were still to be viewed with polite skepticism and distrust. This
pattern seemed to apply predominately to the Anglo or European guests that would come
over to the house, especially since it was very rare that a local Mozambican or other
Africans would come to the house. Those that did visit, frequently did so only at night,
occasionally in groups of three or four, and would then often spend the entire evening
sitting, drinking alcohol, and talking intently with Louis either in the living room or the
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sunroom. Every once in a while, however, something unusual would occur to disrupt
what otherwise seemed to me to be a normal mundane existence.
For instance, I recall a man that I had never seen before appearing late one
afternoon in our family living room. This man proceeded to walk around the house with
some sort of device in hand and when the device made a noise the man would then peer
intently at the walls and every once in a while he would knock or bang on the wall. On a
few occasions, he made small holes in the wall, and would then peer inside as if he had
lost something. I remember sitting on the stairs watching these goings on and thinking
that Ginger was going to be furious at the holes in the walls, and was glad that at least on
this occasion, it was not with me that she was going to mad. I found out by listening to
the heated conversation that occurred over dinner, when Ginger was complaining to
Louis about the damages done by the man knocking holes in the wall, that the man was in
fact scanning for listening devices, or “bugs” as I learned they were called. I also
remember Louis saying to Ginger, “I don’t know why you are so upset, you’re not the
one paying to have it fixed” and although I do not know if the visitor ever found any
devices, it had certainly been an interesting way to spend an afternoon.
In this way, my daily adventures were often interspersed with embassy related
activities that I didn’t quite understand, but that nevertheless certainly seemed, in
conjunction with other things, to regularly upset Ginger. I know that she was often upset
because I was often on the receiving end of some sort of punishment, usually a spanking.
In fact, I recall there being a chair that sat against a wall in the entranceway of the house
that faced the front door. When I had done something wrong, like shoot rocks at passing
cars with a slingshot, or throw clods of dirt at the neighbor’s guard who used to yell at us
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kids regularly, or tell the woman that helped Ginger teach in the mornings to leave me
alone because she smelled funny, I would inevitably end up sitting and waiting in the
chair, waiting for Louis to come in from work and to dole out the spanking that Ginger
was convinced I deserved. In retrospect, I feel bad for Louis who I now understand had
spent his entire day fighting the evils of Communism and who walked in the front door
each evening exhausted only to have to encounter a sad-eyed child sitting and waiting for
him, a child that he would then have to muster the energy to spank, a child who would
then cry, and who would then spend the rest of the evening not speaking to anyone,
including him, all in all it was a real win-win for everyone concerned.
But, such was the life of a Central Intelligence Agency family and its dependents
under these circumstances. Circumstances that were certainly extraordinarily stressful
and trying for the adults who knew and understood the parameters of what was really at
stake, and who had to make the best of living in a country where basic amenities like
food, water, safety, and shelter could not be taken for granted and where every possible
contingency had to be constantly anticipated. Under such extraordinarily trying
circumstances, Louis and Ginger
also had to account for and deal with
child generated unexpected

Figure 14: Broken Arm
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emergencies, like the occasion when I leapt off a neighbor’s gate and crashed face first
into the ground breaking my right wrist. This incident required that I undergo emergency
surgery in a local Mozambican hospital, and that my right wrist be almost blindly reset by
a local Dutch doctor, who without the benefit of quality x-rays set and bound my wrist. I
remember that I was then sent home with Louis and Ginger where we were all then
forced to wait a full day for the proper papers and exit visas necessary for the family to
travel to neighboring South Africa to be generated, so that another doctor could then xray and inspect the work that had been just been done. The South African doctor, upon
inspecting the surgery, told Louis and Ginger that the Dutch doctor was a magician, and
that he had done a tremendous job, and that the South African doctor doubted that he
could have done as proficient a job under the same described Third-World battlefield
type circumstances.
Again, in retrospect, as upsetting as this story might seem on its face to be, it was
as I have intimated, at least as far as our experiences went, par for the course for the life
of a Central Intelligence Agency family in 1980’s sub-Saharan Africa. Although these
microcosmic day in the life of a CIA dependent events were highly unusual when
compared to the everyday experiences of the average American kid, whatever that might
be. I would soon learn that the true nature of the family’s situation in Mozambique was
actually far more tenuous than I could have ever imagined. In fact, I would shortly learn a
lifelong lesson about the truer nature of people, choice, agency, uncanniness,
strangeways, and the terrifying panoptic oversight abilities of the U.S. government.
The events that led to learning of these lessons unfolded like this. One early
afternoon while playing in my bedroom, Ginger entered looking like a storm cloud and
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said that she needed to speak with both Maite and me and would we please sit down. Of
course, I automatically assumed I was in trouble. For the life of me could not figure out
what I had done this time, but nevertheless prepared myself for the spanking that I was
sure was going to be shortly forthcoming. Instead, Ginger told us in a tone that I will
never forget, both serious and sad in nature that something bad had happened, and that
we were all going to have leave Mozambique, and that we would be leaving very soon,
probably the next morning. She told us in a tone that demanded seriousness from us that
the Mozambican government, led by President Samora Machel, a name that both Maite
and I knew because of the often aired long rambling speeches that were on the radio for
hours at a time, had done some bad things to Louis, or to Papa as we kids called him, and
that he was alright but that we were all going to have to pack a few small important
things, only those items that were really important to us, and only things that we could
carry, and we would have to leave everything else behind. Ginger then led both of us to
the nearest upstairs window and pointed down to the street out in front of the house on
the far side of the gate where a few Mozambican soldiers were now standing guard. She
told us that we children had done nothing wrong, yet from her tone we both knew that
something terribly bad had happened. I remember that both Maite and I began to cry, and
although neither one of us really understood the gravity of the situation, we did
understand from Ginger’s tone that something was very badly wrong, and that she was
scared. The palpable sense of fear emanating from her of course scared us even more, and
so we cried harder; right up until Ginger told us that we had now cried long enough and
had to stop, and that we could help by packing our respective travel bags. The next thing
I remember was people flooding in and out of the house, and cardboard boxes appearing
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seemingly out of thin air. I don’t know that I was of much if any help, but I tried to help
while at the same time trying to stay out of the way, as people that I did not know bustled
past with our household effects in their hands, and I heard from somewhere far away
Ginger giving directions. The rest of the afternoon and the evening passed in a blur, and I
don’t recall much other than more people passing in and out of the house and boxes of
personal items beginning to take up space in hallways and in the entranceways to various
rooms. At some point, we kids were directed to go to bed, and did so accordingly. I recall
sleeping in the same room as Maite, which we had not done in years, only to be
awakened in what felt like mere minutes later, before being instructed to collect our
backpacks, and then led outside and directed to seats in an already idling van. I remember
that there were several other nondescript government style vans also waiting and other
American embassy people that we had met previously were already there waiting, some
clearly would be traveling with us in the van, others were simply there to say their
respective goodbyes. I remember seeing a few of the adults hug one another, and seeing a
few tears, and then without much more ado the vans doors were closed and we all drove
away in a caravan never to see the house or Maputo ever again.
I could not at the time have known or understood the true gravity of the situation
that had really occurred, but I did know that we were all being forced to leave, forced to
abandon what had been our home, and to abandon most of our personal effects. The next
few days passed in a multicolored blur as we traveled from Maputo, Mozambique to
Swaziland, and then on to Kenya, and then back to Washington Dulles International
Airport where, as soon as we disembarked, we were met by stern faceless men in suits
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who whisked us off the plane, through security, and into a fresh set of waiting vehicles
that, once we were safely ensconced inside of, quickly sped away.
What I did not know at the time, and only learned the details of later, was that my
initial sense of that things had gone terribly wrong was right on the money. That
something, in broad strokes, was that on a normal uneventful CIA directed evening Louis
was supposed to meet a Cuban official that he was trying to recruit to work for the United
States in a bar in downtown Maputo. When he entered the bar, he noticed that the
environment of the bar was not comprised of its usual demographic group, and sensing
that something was amiss when approached by the man he was supposed to meet, Louis
suggested that they move the meeting elsewhere. As the two men headed for the door to
exit the bar several men entered though the front door, blocking the exit, and
subsequently introduced themselves as Cuban intelligence officials and then after overtly
thanking the man that had clearly betrayed Louis. Directed by threat of violence, Louis
was then escorted to seat where he was then in turn offered bribes, threatened, and
restrained for several hours before finally being released. When Louis continually
rejected all threats and offers, he was told that his career would be finished and that the
family would be expelled from Mozambique. These in broad strokes are the events that
had occurred during the previous evening, which was why subsequently Ginger was still
so visibly shaken when she informed us children on following afternoon that we were
officially expelled and would be leaving Maputo the very next morning.
On the same morning that Louis was released, the Mozambican government
informed the U.S. government that we and several other American families that had been
identified as spies, were now considered persona non-grata and had but 48 hours to leave
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the country. In typically American braggadocio fashion, the U.S. government’s response
was that all the Americans identified would be gone in 24 hours, and then made it so. As
one might imagine, the personal and professional impact and fall-out of this incident of
espionage was tremendous and affected not just the Americans that were affiliated with
the U.S. government, but also those people that were socially and personally affiliated
with the Ollivier family. The American embassy personnel in Mozambique were afforded
or provided with diplomatic immunity and were, other than being expelled, allowed to
depart the country relatively unscathed. The Americans that were not affiliated with the
U.S. government, like Arthur Zimmerman, who worked for Goodyear Tire, and whose
daughters, Sarah and Kirsta, went to the school that Ginger ran out of our home, and
whose mother worked alongside Ginger in the Ollivier family school, was not afforded
the protections of the U.S. government and was subsequently arrested by the
Mozambican security forces and spent six months being held and tortured in a
Mozambican prison. Many of the foreign nationals that were affiliated with the Ollivier
family were also arrested and imprisoned, and, although many of them were eventually
released, most of them later shared that they had experienced similar treatments to that of
Arthur Zimmerman while they had been imprisoned. The Mozambicans that had worked
with or for the U.S. government received even worse fates, some “disappeared,” others
were imprisoned and tortured, no one, to include the Ollivier family, escaped this incident
without paying a tremendous penalty of some sort.
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Because of the circumstances and the extent of the damages, this story was
quickly picked up by the worldwide media and was reported on by multiple domestic and
international news sources, which identified by name and face all the members of the
family, and happily plastered our images everywhere.

Figure 15: Newspaper Headings
The return trip to Washington D.C. proved only to be the beginning of months of
professional, psychological, and emotional mopping up efforts. Louis was spirited away
for meetings and essentially disappeared from our lives for an extended period of time.
Ginger, Maite, and myself somehow ended up back in Bakersfield, California living with
Tachi where we were subsequently reenrolled into a local elementary school where the
unspoken expectation was that we children were supposed to seamlessly fit right back in
with the local predominately Hispanic population, who we of course had nothing in
common with culturally or linguistically, and which was all the more odd because we had
not attended public schools in years. What I recall from this time period is being imbued
with an overwhelming sense of fear, isolation, and sadness. I didn’t know what I could or
could not to talk about openly, I did not know who could be trusted to talk to, and I knew
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that because both Louis and Ginger were overwhelmed they could not and would not be
much help. As a result, I recall little, other than random flashes of color and
kaleidoscope-like images of faces and places, but I do recall to this very day a pervasive
sense that we were all in trouble, and that there was nothing that I or anyone else could
do about it. I was 8 years old.
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STATION 3
THE KINGDOM OF SAUDI ARABIA, JEDDAH
(June 1981 -June 1983)
“I look at yours, you laugh at mine
And "love" is just a miserable lie
You have destroyed my flower-like life
Not once - twice
You have corrupted my innocent mind
Not once – twice…”
--(The Smiths, Miserable Lie, 1984)
After what seemed to be a relatively short time spent in Bakersfield, California,
the Ollivier family was once again packing up to move. This time the dark river we
navigated would deposit us far from the temperate green, blue, ocean view environment
that we had all enjoyed in Maputo, Mozambique. This time “The Company,” or the CIA
as its abbreviation signified, demanded, and subsequently deposited, the Ollivier family
on the dry, sandy, desolate, dunes of the Kingdom of the Saudi Arabia, and again I hadn’t
the faintest idea why. I supposed that it did not matter since my ignorance of the facts
never slowed or impacted any of actions being taken. So, after another extensive round of
vaccinations, we all arrived in country and were subsequently placed once again into
another temporary housing situation. On this occasion, the house we occupied was a two
floored, ornately decorated with gold wallpaper and white leather wraparound sofas,
housing unit that shared an exterior wall with the owner-neighbor who happened to be a
very wealthy Saudi businessman who regularly worked collaboratively with the U.S.
government.
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The exterior of the house, much like the terrain around it, was a plain desert beige
color, and was absolutely nothing like the grandiose white walled red tiled roofed house
that we had occupied in Maputo. Despite Jeddah being adjacent to the Red Sea, we had
no view of the ocean, or of anything for that matter since in every direction for as far as
the eye could see there was nothing but enormous walls that surrounded and enclosed the
various and respective individual and multi-family palatial homes that comprised the
neighborhood within which we now lived.

Figure 16: First House in Jeddah

Unlike Maputo, here there were no straw roofed or mud floored huts to see.
Instead, what I observed were plenty of enormous multi-tiered, balconied, palaces that I
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could only see a fraction of because so much of the façade was hidden behind enormous,
ongoing and ever flowing walls, which I instinctively understood and recognized as being
the significant semiotic signifiers of this new culture within which we now lived.
Because everything was enclosed behind walls, I was again relegated to observing the
local Saudi population from a distance, just as I had done with the Mozambican
population previously when living in Maputo.

Figure 17: View from House
On this occasion however, the population that I observed was even more uncanny,
frightening and difficult to comprehend than the Portuguese speaking Mozambicans. The
local Saudi population that I saw wearing flowing white Thobes or in black ominous
looking Abayas were racially, culturally, religiously, and linguistically dissimilar from
anything I knew or had experienced previously. Additionally, because of Jeddah’s
proximity to Mecca, the holy site that all Muslims are required to visit at least once in
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their lifetime, a process known as the Hajj, I also regularly saw a multitude of pilgrims of
every size, shape, and color hailing from every corner of the globe, and regularly
gathered en masse on street corners, easily identifiable because of the traditional ihram
clothing that they wore.
These observational experiences, coupled with the omnipresent aural reminders of
the adhan, or call to prayer, which occurred five times a day, and emanated from the
city’s mosques, replete with their semiotically significant adorning crescent moon and
star fixtures, and blared eerily and hypnotically across the city, before reverberating,
echoing and slowly fading away, served as an everyday reminder of just how very far
from the familiar and the comfortable we really were.
Nevertheless, despite the peculiarity of this experience and despite having never
heard Arabic, a non-romance based language, spoken or sung before; the language
seemed to me to be simultaneously uncanny, and to possess a level of power and mystery
that was both ageless and elusive. I often imagined that if I could just listen a little more
attentively then by sheer force of will I would be able to glean some sort of meaning from
the messages that I could hear, which of course proved impossible, but which
nevertheless I never stopped trying to achieve. I suspect that it was during this time
period that I first began to understand, albeit in a simplistic way, the idea that the author
Frank Herbert articulated so well in his 1965 novel Dune, that thoughts possess a certain
and unique sound, “that being the equivalent to a form, and through sound and motion”
(Herbert, 1965, p. 125) this form or energy could be directed and could effect changes in
feeling of mind and matter. Of course, this was but the burgeoning stages of what would
years later develop into my increasing awareness and fascination with literary and
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sociolinguistic pragmatics and semiotics, but at the time it was simply a little boy’s
fascination with sounds and with a semiotic writing system that to me seemed
otherworldly in the Saidian sense.
My awareness that the local community was “other” in so many ways that I had
previously not seen was understandably exacerbated by the fact that the Ollivier family,
unlike most of the other families that we came into contact with, did not live on the
expansive U.S. Embassy compound, and so by stint of sociocultural, linguistic, and
geographic circumstance we were not only isolated from the local Saudi community, with
whom we had little to no interaction, but also from the local American community and
therefore essentially lived our lives in seclusion behind the walls of our particular
domicile. As an adult, I now understand that the separation from the rest of the American
community was both intentional and necessary for Louis to accomplish his otherwise
clandestine responsibilities, one supposes that it was because he did not want his own or
his guest’s arrivals and departures to be monitored, as they would have been had we lived
on the U.S. embassy compound. An unintentional result however, was that although
Louis enjoyed daily interactions with the international and American community, the rest
of the family was effectively separated from all of the normal daily cultural and social
activities that the other Foreign Service American families and children were privileged
enough to enjoy.
As one might imagine, in a Kingdom like Saudi Arabia, that, because of its
religious and cultural expectations and norms, was already considered extremely
restrictive by all western standards and capacities, this additional imposition of isolation
only made the daily lifestyle even harder to tolerate. To make matters worse, or better,
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depending on one’s perspective, the Ollivier children were not allowed to watch
television, even though both Betamax and VHS movies and TV shows from the U.S.
were readily available for checkout from the embassy video library on the U.S.
compound. Both Louis and Ginger in turn often referred to TV shows and movies as
“noise,” and suggested, or rather demanded, that we children read a book if we were
bored or if we wished to be entertained. Although this restrictive behavior, and the
subsequent expectation that we read for entertainment undoubtedly helped develop
Maite’s and my own levels of literacy, it simultaneously set the stage for future problems
by further isolating us children from American popular culture and values, which would
later hinder our respective abilities to re-assimilate into American culture on those rare
occasions or summers when we would might return to the US. On occasion, we children
would be ferried to the U.S. embassy compound either by Louis or by calling for an
embassy driver to pick us up and deliver us. Once safely within the walls of the
compound, were allowed free reign to play, swim, ride bikes, buy candy and other
American goods from the commissary, and generally hang out with other American kids.
But for the most part, this was an exception to our normal everyday pattern and we
usually remained ensconced inside our walls
and were therefore limited in our
entertainment and social options.
Because of the restrictive and
secretive nature inherent in Saudi society,
we rarely had personal interactions with the
local Saudi population, and on those few
Figure 18: Cub Scouts, Jeddah
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occasions when we did, I was careful to remember and adhere to those words of guidance
that Frank Herbert so insightfully posited when discussing the similarly elusive and
desert dwelling nomadic Fremen from his novel Dune, “When strangers meet, great
allowances should be made for differences in custom and training” (Herbert, 1965, p.
132). Unfortunately, these encounters with the Saudi uncanny other, in the Saidian sense,
were sporadic and I never had the opportunity to learn about the beauties and intricacies
of the culture from the people themselves. Instead most the learning occurred either at the
international school, PCS, where we were required to study Saudi culture, or in a very
limited fashion on either the U.S. embassy compound, or on one of the other U.S.
corporation based compounds like that of Saudia Airlines, where the only public options
for social interaction occurred.
On these compounds was where group activities like T-ball, baseball, swim
teams events, and Cub Scouts happened, and both Maite and I were regularly enrolled by
Ginger into these sorts of events even though I do not recall ever asking or volunteering
to be part of them.
As it so happens, ironically, it was
during this time period in the desert that both
Maite and I found ourselves registered for the
Stars-n-Stripes Swim Team and began
swimming competitively. As it turned out,
we were both naturally proficient at this
sport, probably because out of necessity had
Figure 19: Stars-N-Stripes Swim Team

both already learned that other lesson that
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Herbert so aptly identifies in his novel that “Survival is the ability to swim in strange
waters,” (Herbert, 1965, p. 125).
As it so happened because I was and have always been the better natural athlete,
or perhaps because I possess more finely developed survival skills, or because I am
naturally more competitive, I regularly won more accolades, awards and commendations
for my swimming than Maite did. These awards included my being recognized, selected,
and invited to travel with the first team group (the top swimmers on the team), to
participate in swimming competitions throughout the Arabian Peninsula as well as attend
two international swimming competitions in Cairo, Egypt.

Figure 20: Swimming Awards

	
  90	
  

	
  
As it happens, and as Louis and Ginger tell the story, it was during this time
period and through the venue of competitive swimming that the inner dimensions of my
developing personality, nature, and the true extent of the determination inherent in my
character would be revealed. As has been shared many times during dinner table
conversations, the story unfolded in the following way. Because I was one of the
strongest swimmers of my age group, I was often selected to be the last leg, or anchor, of
the age specific relay race that often occurred as the closing event of each swim meet. On
this particular occasion, the other team’s relay group was superior to ours and jumped out
to a quick lead, which increased steadily throughout the course of the race. By the time
my teammate, the swimmer before me reached the wall so that I could enter the water,
the opposing team’s swimmer was already almost halfway across the 25-meter pool
heading toward the finish. Convinced that I could still catch him and win the race, I dove
in and as Louis later said, “swam like hell” to other side never breaking rhythm to take a
single breath. When I reached the finishing wall I popped up and heard the crowd
clapping and looked around only to realize that the other team’s swimmer had indeed
beaten me to the wall and that the other team had won the race. According to Louis, I
climbed out of the pool and walked directly over to where he and Ginger stood watching
and waiting on the pool deck sidelines. Without saying a word, I threw my arms around
him, buried my face in his chest and began sobbing. When he asked me what was wrong,
I replied through my tears, “I could have caught him, if only the pool was little bit longer
I could have caught him.” Louis asked me, “Did you hear all the people clapping when
the race ended?” “They are clapping for you because you never gave up.” He then said,
“we all knew that the race was over long before you ever hit the water, the only one who
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didn’t know that was over was you, you thought you could catch and beat him all the way
up until the end.” Still crying, I nodded and mumbled an affirmative “yes.” Louis then
said, “that fact, that undying belief in yourself that we all just witnessed, that says
everything about you and your character.”
I remember us walking off the pool deck and across the parking lot where I then
climbed into the backseat of the car, still wet and still upset. No one spoke on the way
back to the house, and when we got there I simply said goodnight and then went upstairs
and climbed into bed. Years later, Louis shared that it was at that finishing moment of
the race that he “knew, that I was going to be ok.” When I asked him to clarify what he
was referring to with that statement, he responded that what he meant was that at that
moment he was secure in the knowledge that no matter what obstacles I might face in
life, I would inevitably respond to them in the same way I had responded on that
particular evening because I could do no other, and because it was inherent in my nature.
I would, he explained; always respond with guts and determination, and an unrelenting
desire to win, even when faced with what other people might see as overwhelming odds.
Perhaps he was right. After all, the fact that this story is now being retold and included in
a doctoral dissertation this many years later seems to support Louis’ original belief and
judgment call.
Although this incident demonstrated what I now believe was a positive example
of personal agency in a place and time where personal choices and independence were
not readily encouraged or even available, there were multiple other incidents that were
not nearly so positive. Unfortunately, many of them were directly related to Ginger and
by extension to the international school educational environment that she first co-opted
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during the Saudi Arabian experience. Unlike Maputo, Mozambique where I had been
homeschooled, Jeddah possessed an fully functional internationally staffed international
school named PCS, or Parent’s Cooperative School, that Maite and I were enrolled in and
attended for the full two years that we were in country.
The year that the Ollivier family
arrived in Saudi Arabia was the year that I
began third grade and, despite having my
having been homeschooled in Maputo, I
seemed to do reasonably well academically
and socially at PCS. During this same time
period, Ginger decided for reasons that I
still do not know, that she needed to be
Figure 21: Maite and I in front of PCS

more parentally cooperative and secured a

position for herself at PCS, which in all fairness she was not remotely credentialed or
trained to do, having received her Bachelor’s degree in Spanish at Purdue University in
Lafayette, Indiana.
During my first year at PCS, Ginger worked as a third-grade teacher’s aide, and I
would only see her occasionally and often at a distance. The following year however,
when I moved up to fourth grade she also moved up a year and assumed the role of fourth
grade teacher, and established herself in a classroom that was quite literally right next to
the one that I was occupying. For a variety of reasons, not the least of which was being
right next door to Ginger, my fourth-grade year was difficult. The teacher was a middle-
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aged Anglo woman,
who was very
unpleasant, very
unhappy and was quite
mean-spirited. She
regularly yelled and
cried in class and
whatever her
Figure 22: Third Grade PCS

underlying condition

might have been, it was certainly aggravated by the fact that the students in the class were
also extremely disruptive, and that the boys in the class did not like one another, so on
regular occasions yelling and fighting would occur. Being in the midst of it, I too would
occasionally get into trouble, or would find myself along with the other boys sent en
masse to the principal’s office. Inevitably Ginger would find out, or would be notified, of
what had occurred and then would create extra drama at the school by yelling at me in
front of the other kids or openly threatening me about what was going to happen when I
would get home. This was of course on top of whatever punishment the school’s
principal had already decided was appropriate and meted out. As one might imagine,
Ginger’s public scoldings and outbursts made the rest of my day at school a hell, because
then all I could focus on for the remainder of the school day was what sort of unpleasant
experience I would inevitably encounter the minute that the school day ended.
As was fast becoming a tradition in the Ollivier household, on the way home I
would be yelled at by Ginger, then once inside the door of the house would be scolded
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and ordered to my room where I would then anxiously await the inevitable spanking that
I would receive from Louis when he would get home from work. Once this spanking was
done, I would then have to endure evil looks from Ginger in pained silence for the rest of
the evening, until I went to bed. I recall these spankings being particularly unpleasant for
two reasons in particular. The most obvious, of course, being the pain that was inflicted.
The other element that was much worse as I recall was the humiliation that always
accompanied the spanking. The act of being spanked required that I obediently turn
around, lower my pants, and bend over, thereby exposing my naked buttocks. Louis
would then spank me with his bare hand, during which time I would of course cry, and
would of course inevitably end up with my bare rear-end bright red in color. After the
spanking, Ginger would initially try to be sweet, which I always rejected on principle
because I interpreted her post-spanking attempts at kindness as being duplicitous,
especially since I knew that she was responsible for instigating the spanking by
demanding or coercing Louis into the act in the first place. When I would reject or rebuff
Ginger’s attempts at reconciliation, she would then revert to her initial mean-spiritedness
from earlier in the day and would then either direct me to go to bed, or would say, “Get
out of my sight,” which essentially meant the same thing.
Although it may seem that I am somehow exaggerating the frequency with which
these events occurred, that thought can be laid to rest with the knowledge that the PCS
principal once told Ginger that he was going to stop punishing me at school since he
knew I was being punished multiple times for the same minor infractions. Ginger told me
of this conversation many years later, and shared that the principal had told her privately
that she was being unfair to me, and that no other child was being subjected to that same
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level of punishment and that school for other children often provided an escape from their
parents. This was not an option that I was allowed to enjoy because for me school starting
with my homeschooling experiences in Maputo, had already become a synonymous
extension of the home, replete with constant panoptic big brother, or in this sense big
mother, surveillance and subsequent punitive action.
While these events were occurring at school, other events that were steadily
becoming the status quo were happening in the home. As had occurred in Maputo, the
Ollivier’s again moved out of the temporary housing unit that we had initially been
placed in, and into a larger, California style ranch house, that was all one floor and that
was surrounded by a big sandy yard, which was, of course, bounded on the edges by a
extra high security wall. This new house was geographically closer to the U.S. embassy,
closer to the international school, and was within walking distance of the pool that the
swim team used for its practices. I suspect that this house was also chosen because it was
larger, and because it did not share any walls with any neighbors who might be interested
in anyone’s comings or goings, which did not seem to happen nearly as frequently in
Jeddah as it had in Mozambique. This was not to say that Jeddah was tame, but rather
that the geo-political circumstances on the ground were clearly quite different. For
instance, although people rarely came to the house, there were other patterns that I had
learned to recognize that made it clear that Louis’ clandestine work was consistent and
ongoing. He was often traveling internationally or overnight for work, and would
randomly reappear for brief periods of time.
I recall on one occasion Louis returned to the house one evening clutching a
German Shepard puppy that he explained very directly we kids were not to get
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emotionally attached to because it was a gift for a gentleman that he knew and worked
with. Maite and I thought this was very odd because we knew that dogs were considered
unclean or haraam (read: forbidden) by most Muslims. But, we both understood that gift
giving was a clear part of the pattern, having seen Louis give gifts of bottles of alcohol or
other items on multiple occasions. I understood immediately that this “gift” was in fact a
repeat performance of the great Maputo BB gun incident, and although both Maite and I
happily played with the puppy for a short time, one afternoon when we returned home
from school the puppy was gone and no explanations were provided. Beginning to learn
that this too was part of the pattern, I subsequently relegated the puppy’s time with us to
my memory banks where it was then filed alongside other similar items and experiences
where “gifts” were provided to other people that were not meant for us personally to
enjoy.
Because of the relatively unique nature of these daily circumstances, my older
sister Maite and I out of necessity grew increasingly close, although we did squabble and
fight quite a bit as most brothers and sisters do. Yet, when the chips were down, Maite
and I both knew that we could rely on one another and that come what may we must
“hang together, or we would, most assuredly, hang separately” (Franklin, 1970, p. 15). As
we had learned in Maputo, from dealing with intolerant anti-American kids from other
countries and cultures who would on occasion direct the vitriol they heard at home
towards us, if we hoped to survive our circumstances, we had to work and fight alongside
one another, and did so on multiple occasions. Saudi Arabia proved to be no exception
and even though we might fight amongst ourselves at home, we regularly squared off as a
team against other kids who soon realized they had bitten off more than they could chew

	
  97	
  

	
  
when taking on the both of us. Because of the trust that we shared, we also began to work
collaboratively against Ginger who we both saw as tyrannical, which included hiding
information from her and lying directly to her in order to avoid the Draconian reprisals
that we both regularly suffered.
One incident that perfectly encapsulates the extremes that we went to in order to
avoid these punishments occurred one afternoon after school. We both returned home
after a relatively uneventful day and as we pulled onto our street we noticed that parked
against the front wall of the compound within which we lived was a red two-door pickup
truck that looked like it had been abandoned. It was in terrible shape, was covered with
rust spots, the tires were bald, and the interior upholstery was torn. Ginger made verbal
note of it, and said that it should not be parked there and that she would call the embassy
to have it towed away. As we pulled inside the gates of our home compound, Ginger
made sure to tell us both to stay away from it, which was essentially the best way to
guarantee that I would head right for it the minute she was not looking. We all entered the
house as was our norm, and as soon as everyone went their respective ways I was back
outside the house and inspecting the truck from a short distance away. It seemed to be
nothing special so I got closer, and closer, and before I knew it, I was standing in the
truck bed looking it over. It still didn’t seem to be anything unusual so I scampered up
onto the roof of truck to get a better look at the inside through the windshield. As I
walked across the roof of the truck, all of a sudden, the rusted metal roof gave way and
my left leg fell right through the metal. My left leg was now pushing through the roof and
dangling inside the cab of the truck. My right leg was curled up underneath me, but was
still on the outside of the cab. Not knowing what else to do, I yanked my left leg back up,
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pulling it back through the hole in an attempt to get free. The leg came free, but in the
process of pulling it out, I had pulled against the sharp metal roof shards that were
pointing downward and sliced open the outside of my left calf which immediately began
to bleed profusely. Unsure of what to do, and not wanting to get into trouble, and
certainly not wanting to get spanked, I scurried back inside the house and into the
bathroom where I began trying to stop the bleeding using wads of rolled up toilet paper.
I do not know what tipped Maite off, maybe it was her sisterly instincts, but as I sat on
the edge of the tub, growing increasingly nervous because the bleeding would not stop,
Maite entered the bathroom, took one look at what was quickly growing into a bloody
mess, and took charge of the situation. She asked me what had happened and I of course
told her. She said nothing, simply nodded and then went into action, telling me to sit
tight, and then quickly came rushing back into the bathroom, with a towel, scissors, duct
tape, and rubbing alcohol. She warned, “this is going to hurt,” handed me the towel and
then poured the rubbing alcohol over my leg. As I whimpered, squirmed, and held on to
the edge of the tub, she shushed me, dried the wounded area, and then pushed the edges
of the cut together, and then duct taped the wound closed. She then cut the towel into
strips and wrapped the leg with the towel before taping them so they would not fall off.
She said, “you’ll need to come see me in my room every night so I can clean that,” and
then as an afterthought said, “and don’t tell Mom,” which of course I had no intention of
doing, knowing very well what the result of that would be. For the next week, each night
I would surreptitiously enter Maite’s room, where she would then perform minor medical
triage, removing the day-old bandages and tape, cleaning the cut with alcohol, and
reapplying new makeshift dressings that she had collected from somewhere. Neither of
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us ever told Ginger about the incident and the leg wound healed without there ever being
any problems or infection, leaving what is to this very day still a 2-inch scar. Many years
later as an adult when I was getting an annual physical examination a doctor asked me
what had happened to that leg. I told him the story and he then leaned in closer to get a
better look at the scar. He said, “that cut must have been really deep, based on the length
and width of the scar that is left, it really should have had some stitches, your sister did a
great job taping the edges together.” I laughed and told him “I’ll be sure to tell her you
said that.” He laughed in turn and said, “She must really love you.” I nodded in
agreement because I knew then as I know now without a shadow of a doubt that she
always has.
Unfortunately, because there is nothing so constant as change, this relationship
between siblings, much like the ever-changing physical, sociocultural, and linguistic
environment around us, would also soon be forced to change when once again upon
completion of our second year in Saudi Arabia the Ollivier’s received new orders from
“The Company.” This time we were directed to return to Washington D.C. for what
would ultimately turn out to be a brief one year chaos filled intermission (pun intended)
from the otherwise “normal” international espionage laden lifestyle pattern we were all
learning to accept as customary.
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STATION 4
INTERMISSION
THE COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA
(July 1983-August 1984)
“In a river the colour of lead
Immerse a baby’s head
Wrap her up in the news of the world
Dump her on the doorstep, girl
This night has opened my eyes
And I will never sleep again…”
--(The Smiths, This Night Has Opened My Eyes, 1983)
Most people do not know, do not recall, or have simply opportunistically
forgotten that the modern and pristine Potomac River, which flows so quietly and
unobtrusively through Washington D.C. and Northern Virginia, once upon a time shared
similarly dark historical characteristics with London’s River Thames. Both rivers in their
respective times were once considered “dark places of the earth,” (Conrad, 1899, p. 101)
an expression first used by Conrad’s protagonist Marlow in the beginning passages of the
novella The Heart of Darkness. A passage which he used to remind his audience, just as I
now remind mine, that the shining trappings of industrialized modernity that currently
line these waterways were, in the not too distant past, altogether absent and are only now
present due to western culture’s belief that our respective modern societies exist only
because great men were able to hack civilization and progress out of an otherwise
barbarous darkness.
Unfortunately, like Conrad’s Marlow character, I too had traveled into and
experienced the darkness firsthand, and now having experienced that “darkness” in ways

	
  
101	
  

	
  
that other Americans could not fathom, like Marlow was beginning to doubt the veracity
of the narratives that I heard regularly inside the Ollivier household. In fact, my
awareness and doubts first started to grow when the Saudi Arabian tour ended and the
Ollivier family returned from our overseas assignment and encountered the broad
sweeping avenues of a glistening white modern Washington DC. Instead of feeling
euphoric at having returned, what I recall feeling was the beginning blossom of
resentment. Not only was I beginning to feel resentful toward Louis and Ginger, but I
was also increasingly feeling resentful toward the average American citizen who passed
blithely and obliviously along these wide avenues and past these gleaming monuments
ignorant of the true costs inherent in their construction and maintenance.
The psychological, emotional, cultural, and linguistic costs to me were already
making their presence felt when we relocated back to the northern Virginia suburbs, and
were expected to seamlessly transition back into a culture and environment that certainly
did not feel like home. This move occurred at what was the beginning of my fifth-grade
school year, and for the record the Olliviers had already changed countries four times,
had changed schools four times, and had changed houses six times. Nevertheless, we
soon settled into a very standard looking suburban house, in a cookie cutter
predominately white middle class neighborhood called Sugarland Run; which at that time
was an easy fifteen to twenty-minute commute from Langley, where the CIA
headquarters was located. The house that we moved into was by no means anything like
the grandiose homes that we had lived in overseas, and in fact it was small, cramped,
dark, and had no views of anything meaningful except the equally squat ugly houses
immediately in front of and adjacent to it. There were no walls or gates for security, and
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as far as I could tell its only positive attribute was that it was perched on a hill in such a
way as to back onto a downward slope, which then dropped down to bicycle path, and
then continued ever downward even further until it met a small fast-moving creek, which
on occasion I would wade in.

	
  
Figure 23: Meadowland House
Because of the positioning of this house on a hill, it possessed a relatively large
unfinished prison cell like basement, which Ginger decided unilaterally, like a prison
warden, or gaoler as Jeremy Bentham referred to them in his text about the panopticon,
was going to be my room. Meanwhile, Louis, Ginger and Maite’s room were located
upstairs, adjacent to one another, and at the far end of the house. I recall the locations of
the respective bedroom vividly, because the very first night that we spent in the house, I
woke up frightened by the odd nighttime creaking and groaning sounds that this new
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house made. Alone in an unfamiliar, dark, unfinished basement, I tried to reassure myself
that there was really nothing to be afraid of. My pep talk to myself failed, and not being
sure of what else to do, but absolutely sure that I did not want to remain in the basement
alone, I grabbed a blanket and headed upstairs to be closer the rest of the family. As I
crept down the upstairs hallway in the dark, it occurred to me that if I woke Louis or
Ginger I would almost certainly be punished, and so instead of alerting anyone to my
discomfort, I spread the blanket out on the floor in front of their bedroom doorway, and
then curled up and tried to get back to sleep, which I was eventually able to accomplish.
Being an ever-early riser, I was awake before the rest of the family, and promptly
removed myself from that location before Louis or Ginger was ever aware that I had been
camped out overnight in their doorway. To this very day, I remain quite certain that no
one knows of this incident.
As the rest of the family struggled to settle in, Louis, as was his norm, was
essentially gone from our existence from early morning until around 6 pm in the evening.
As a result, the responsibility for establishing and setting up each new house fell to
Ginger, who inevitably and, it seemed, bitterly, took on the duties of all the domestic
affairs, which included ensuring that Maite and I were enrolled in our new respective and
age appropriate schools. For me, this meant attending what I’m sure at one time was a
cleverly, descriptively, and almost certainly metaphorically named Meadowland
Elementary school.
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Figure 24: Meadowland Elementary
I say at one time, because by the time that I attended Meadowland Elementary it
was no longer located in, around, or near any meadows, and was in fact encircled to the
point of strangulation by homes that looked very much like ours, other than the fact that
they were slightly different colored, and had slightly different physical layouts. The
school was close enough to our new house that I could walk, or ride my bike, which I did,
and it was in almost all practical ways the stereotypical cookie cutter middle class
elementary school with the same layout that almost every elementary school from that
same time period possessed. Unlike the multicultural, multilingual, diverse school
experiences that I had enjoyed previously in both Mozambique and Saudi Arabia,
Meadowland Elementary school was populated by predominately monolingual middle
class Anglo children, whose parents, like Louis and Ginger, were themselves
predominately college-educated government or military employees who worked in or
around Washington DC.
I realized almost immediately from the daily interactions that I had with my
average American classmates that we shared very little in common, and that I was often
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seen as being the odd man out, or the outsider so to speak, particularly since I was
completely unable to engage, indulge, or share in any of the daily classroom and
lunchtime conversations about culturally relevant TV shows, sports, music, or any other
popular culture items. To make matters even worse, the teacher that I had was also a
middle aged middle class Anglo woman who I recall recognizing as being uncannily
unremarkable in almost every way, other than that she believed in making kids stay after
school and sit waiting quietly in her classroom until she released them if they ran afoul of
her rules during the school day. I do not recall her being particularly mean or excessively
punitive, but rather remember her as never being particularly warm or engaging to me,
and she certainly seemed to favor the girls in the class, while regularly punishing the boys
for being boys. On most days, there was an after-school grouping of boys who had in
typical little boy fashion committed some horrible egregious physical activity type crime
like running in the hallway or pushing one another while waiting in line. On a few
occasions, I too fell into the “stay after school category,” although for the most part I did
not suffer nearly as much punishment as I had in Saudi Arabia while under Ginger’s ever
panoptic, restrictive, and forcefully punitive eye.
Although this school environment and experience were not particularly positive, it
was certainly better than my previous experiences as far as I was concerned. And
although my school behavior and grades never met the standards that Louis and Ginger
always seemed to expect, probably because I frequently forgot or ignored doing my
homework, I was by this point doing quite well in language arts, and recall sitting at the
advanced reading group table and feeling quite good about it, even though I also
remember with some embarrassment, struggling to understand what was happening when
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the teaching topic turned to mathematics. On most days school was reasonably
uneventful, except for on those weekly occasions when our class would visit the school
library, which I always enjoyed, despite having to circumnavigate the obesely fat and illtempered librarian whose name, Ms. Wadsworth, I’ll remember to my dying day. I
remember her name not only because of her size, and her ever-hateful demeanor, but
mostly because some of the boys in the class overtly called her Ms. Waddlesworth, which
at the time I found to be particularly “punny.” On those occasions that our fifth-grade
class visited the library, these same boys often took great pleasure in pulling books from
the shelves and then placing them in other random locations, on other shelves, winking
and elbowing one another all the while, knowing that the librarian would then have to
physically seek these books out and bend to retrieve them well after we were long gone.
This usual funny business aside, I enjoyed these trips to the school library
immensely because there were so many exciting books to read that I had never previously
had access to. Although there had always been a wide variety of books in the Ollivier
household, most of them held no real interest for me since they tended to be age
inappropriate or political in nature. So, aside from the Hardy Boys and Nancy Drew
books that had accompanied us to Mozambique, which I had read all of, I had never
before had such broad and immediate access to so many different books. Like a starving
man at a buffet, I would regularly check out three or four books at a time and would then
devour them over the course of just a few days, often times to the detriment of everything
else that I was supposed to be doing, to include chores and schoolwork. To their benefit,
Louis and Ginger never stopped me from reading anything that I chose to read, and
regularly said that anything that was available either at school or might be present in the

	
  
107	
  

	
  
house was allowable reading material. As a result, I read a lot and read quite broadly,
anything and everything that captured my attention was consumed and it became a
common joke in the household that anyone could easily track my progress through the
house by the locations and variety of the books that could be found at various stages of
being read, often times multiple books simultaneously, and often times deposited in
different rooms throughout the house. For me, books provided access and an escape to
ideas and places that I had never seen and a way to join those exciting adventures that I
so much longed to be a part of. As I have mentioned previously, Louis and Ginger did
not believe in letting Maite and I watch television gratuitously, and although they would
occasionally relent, and might allow us to watch a major sporting event or the nightly
news, usually telling me to scoot back away from the TV in the process, the television
being on was considered unnecessary “noise” and thus almost habitually remained off.
Consequently, books filled the entertainment and emotional voids that were otherwise
absent from my world, and as it turned out, books would also prove to be my refuge from
a slew of new chaotic events that soon begin to affect the Ollivier household.
Because I was wrapped up in my own world, and have habitually suffered from
tunnel vision to such an extent that Louis and Ginger would often mock me, calling me
Robert Ob-llivier, as in Oblivious and Ollivier combined, and because I was busy trying
to re-assimilate to American culture, to a new house, to new neighborhood, to new
friends, and to a new school, I was completely unaware that my sister Maite might be
struggling. Because she is two and half years older than I am, I did not see her during the
day, and in the afternoons, she would frequently take immediate refuge in her room when
she arrived home. Additionally, because these were the days when the portable cassette
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player Sony Walkman was king, Maite frequently had headphones on when she was
outside of her room. As a result, we rarely spoke to one another except over dinner or on
those rare occasions when we would squabble or fight about those typical silly things that
siblings fight about. Our return to the U.S., my return to fifth grade, was her return to 7th
grade and like me, Maite too had been dropped right back into a traditional Anglo
middle-class school environment, although in her case it was to attend the local middle
school named Seneca Ridge. Because Maite is Native American, originally from New
Mexico, of the Zuni pueblo, and because she looks every bit the part, and because she
had also been raised internationally, and because there are not a lot Native Americans
running around suburban northern Virginia, her transition back into American society
was no easier than mine, and was most probably a good bit more difficult since she is
female, and since our return occurred right when she was going through the awful throes
of puberty. To make matters worse, Maite and Ginger were by this time frequently at
each other's throats, both figuratively and literally as teenage daughters and mothers are
prone to do, so the Ollivier home environment soon became ground zero of a new chaotic
battle zone.
As if the re-acculturation issues
facing the family were not enough to deal
with, Ginger and Louis decided that they
were going to add one more log to the fire
by deciding that they were going to
adopted a new baby, which they
subsequently arranged to do, and which as
Figure 25: Brenna's Arrival
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one might imagine only made the already roaring psychological and emotional bonfires
burn even hotter. Ginger introduced the topic of adopting another child one night over the
dinner table, and expressed that she wanted “a baby,” repeatedly emphasizing that she
was referring to the chronological age of the child. For some reason, Ginger believed that
the chronological age of the child was significant, expressing openly that she had “missed
out” in some capacity since neither Maite nor I were “babies” when we had been adopted,
Maite being 12 months old, and I being 18 months of age respectively. Ginger asked us
for our input, and although I do not recall what Maite said, I was all for adopting another
child, and expressed excitedly that the family should adopt a boy so that I might have a
younger brother. Ginger’s response, which I will never forget, was “After you, there will
be no more boys in this family” and that was the end of that conversation. Shortly
thereafter, Louis and Ginger adopted an African-American baby girl from Atlanta,
Georgia and named her Brenna, a name that means Raven in Gaelic. I recall the family
traveling en masse to Ronald Reagan National Airport to receive her, and my standing
next to Ginger when the airline stewardess carried Brenna off of the airplane, wrapped in
a silky pink nightgown and placed her in Ginger’s arms. I recall this exchange vividly,
because Ginger began to cry, and because Brenna promptly threw up all over herself,
which I thought was certainly apropos under the circumstances.
Unfortunately, Brenna’s arrival in the household was like adding gasoline to an
already burning fire. As Ginger and Louis focused their energies and efforts on Brenna,
getting her settled and outfitted, Maite became increasingly argumentative, and her
relationship with me and with Ginger and Louis became increasingly combative. Shortly
after Brenna’s arrival, Tachi came to visit, and Maite was forced to surrender her
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bedroom and subsequently moved down into the basement with me. As we got ready for
bed that night, Maite had the radio on, and I asked her to turn it off so that I might go to
sleep. She refused, and so I got up and turned it off, and climbed back into bed. This act
set off a chain of events that changed our relationship forever. Angry that I had turned off
the radio without her permission, Maite got up, grabbed a fistful of my hair and pulled,
while at the same time insisting that I turn the radio back on, I refused and she pulled
harder. Like any siblings, Maite and I had already experienced our share of squabbles and
fights, most of which until this particular evening had resulted in me crying and
surrendering to her will. This night however would prove to be different. Instead of
surrendering, I began fighting back and a backroom basement brawl complete with hair
pulling, punching, and kicking soon ensued. Apparently, Tachi and Ginger who were
upstairs at the time heard the incredible commotion and came running down the stairs to
find Maite and I fully engaged and locked in battle. Unbeknownst to me at the time,
Tachi asked Ginger if they shouldn’t break it up, and Ginger’s reply was, “no, let them
fight, Maite has had this coming.” Unlike previous squabbles, this time I was not going to
let Maite have her way, and as Ginger later put it “You, had simply had enough of her
bullying and that was blatantly clear to all of us.” Apparently, in full fighting rage, I leapt
from the bed onto Maite, grabbed a hold of her hair, and started swinging my other fist in
windmill fashion, punching, her repeatedly in the face until she went down. Ginger later
said, that Maite maintained a “death grip” on my hair, but that I was not to be stopped
and despite my own crying and pain, I kept swinging until she was underneath me. Even
at that point, Ginger said I kept punching until Maite final let go and began covering her
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face while I continued to rain blows down upon her, now using both hands, and crying
hysterically all the while.
Ginger said that at that point Tachi said to her, “you need to stop this” and that it
took the both of them to pull me off of Maite because I kept flailing and kicking at her
even as they dragged me away. Ginger later told me that we kids were both a mess, both
of us bloody, both of us crying. But, she emphasized, that Maite had certainly gotten the
worst of it, probably she mused because Maite had recently been fitted with braces and
my all-out assault on her had involved punching her repeatedly in the mouth which had
understandably bloodied both of her lips. Ginger later told me that the rest of the evening
consisted of patching up wounded, bleeding, unremitting crying, and snot flowing
children, but that it was an obvious turning point in Maite’s and my relationship, and it
must have been, because we never fought each other ever again after that evening.
Unfortunately, this battle between Maite and myself was not remotely going to be
the last physical altercation that would occur in the Ollivier household during this
otherwise intermissionary year. In addition to the difficulties that Maite was having at
school, were other difficulties that she was having romantically and socially, which led to
an entirely different set of conflicts with Ginger and Louis, of which, thank goodness, I
was not immediately a part. Maite had begun dating, and that involved a number of
African-American teenage boys coming by the house at various times, a situation that
Ginger and Louis were not particularly happy with. To this day I do not know all the
details, but I do recall Maite and Ginger having multiple yelling matches in the house
about the boys that she was seeing, and the activities, physical and otherwise, in which
she was engaging. At some point, these yelling matches escalated into full-fledged
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physical confrontations between Ginger and Maite, which is a nice way of saying that
Ginger and Maite used to get into knock-down-drag-out physical fist fights.
On one occasion that I remember particularly well, Maite and Ginger began
arguing one afternoon while standing in the living room of the house. At the time Ginger
was holding our new baby sister Brenna, and as the conversation grew more heated, and
the situation continued to escalate, Ginger turned and handed Brenna to me and before I
knew what was happening the two of them started fighting. I remember backing down the
hallway away from the living room, and away from the brawling, with baby Brenna
clutched in my arms. I remember that at this point both Ginger and Maite were on the
floor of the living room, cursing, fighting, clawing, and hitting one another. In these
fights Ginger usually had the upper hand because she was physically bigger and stronger
than Maite. In her prime, Ginger stood about 5’10 inches tall and probably weighed 170
lbs. At the same time, Maite was about 5 feet tall, and weighed about 80 lbs., so by sheer
stint of size and strength Ginger eventually overpowered Maite, and pinned her to the
floor. Not knowing remotely what else to do, and certainly not knowing whom to help, I
just stood aside holding Brenna, and waited for it all to be over.
Even through the physical brawling eventually came to end, the yelling, cursing,
door slamming, fighting was still far from over, and since neither of the parties involved
could or would change their patterns, the situation continued to escalate, culminating with
Maite running away and staying away from the house overnight. Without a word she
would disappear, telling no one where she was going, or who she was going with, which
of course led to Ginger and Louis calling the police, who in turn became regular visitors
at the Ollivier household. As this situation spiraled out of control, I responded to the
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chaos and madness by verbally, emotionally, and psychologically withdrawing from it
and from all of them, and still remember coming home at various times from whatever
activity I had been engaged in only to discover police cars parked out in front of the
house. Eventually, Ginger and Louis either decided, or recognized that they could not or
would not tolerate these behaviors any longer, and made the decision to have Maite
forcibly institutionalized in a local psychiatric hospital that specialized in treating
wayward and disturbed adolescents and teenagers. Just like that, she was gone.
Perhaps of their own volition, or perhaps because someone had told them it was a
good idea, or because it had been ordered necessary, Louis, Ginger, and I went to meet
with a local clinical psychologist named Dr. Small, whose name could not possibly have
been more semiotically or metaphorically appropriate, and whose credentials identified
him as a specialist in child and adolescent behavioral disorders. During this first family
visit, which was meant to involve a conversation about the situation in our home, Dr.
Small asked me to express how I felt about what was happening with the Maite situation.
As I began to respond, Ginger interrupted me almost immediately and yelled, “I’m not
going to listen to this,” thereby effectively ending the conversation, and shutting me
down completely. By that time, I was already smart enough to know that this was a
battle I could not possibly win, so I simply stopped talking, slid back in my chair, and
said nothing for the rest of the visit. Louis and Ginger thought that it might be a good
idea for me to talk with Dr. Small privately and so arranged for me to meet with him
alone on several subsequent occasions, but because of how the initial meeting had gone, I
already had his number, and I knew that his allegiance was to his employers Louis and
Ginger, and that anything I would say to him, was going to be fed directly back to them,
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guaranteeing that I was going to be the one who got punished. So, because there was no
choice, I acquiesced to their demands, but chose to provide bogus answers to the probing
personal and familial questions that Dr. Small asked, until he finally informed Louis and
Ginger that I was not cooperating and that these visits were neither effective nor were
they productive.
Ultimately, because of my stonewalling, and because in the midst of all this we
had received new orders, and because Maite had already escaped from the assigned
psychiatric hospital several times, these pointless sessions blessedly ended, and the
family again began to prepare to go overseas. This time however, in what seemed to be a
strangely appropriate fashion, the universe’s current would carry us into the actual
historical geographic heart of darkness. Like Conrad’s Marlow, whose previous Africa
experiences uniquely qualified him to seek out Kurtz and the Inner Station, the Olliviers
too had been particularly selected because of their previous Africa experiences, and
because Louis had accepted these orders, we would now once again be traveling to the
Dark Continent. Once a few minor details were addressed, we would be leaving for what
was once known as the Belgian Congo. The Olliviers were heading for the actual
historical Inner Station referenced by Conrad in his novella; that infamous trading post
originally founded by Henry Morton Stanley in 1881, Leopoldville, now post 1965
military coup, known as Kinshasa, Zaire. On this occasion however, the Olliviers were
not off to a very auspicious beginning, especially since it had been decided by someone,
somewhere, no doubt safely ensconced deep in the bowels of CIA headquarters at
Langley, that we must go without Maite since she had now been deemed to be “a security
risk” and therefore by ordered necessity was left behind or as I read it, abandoned.
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STATION 5
THE REPUBLIC OF ZAIRE, KINSHASA
(August 1984 - June 1986)
“Stop me, oh, stop me
Stop me if you think that you've
Heard this one before
Stop me, oh, stop me
Stop me if you think that you've heard this one before
Nothing's changed
I still love you, oh, I still love you
...Only slightly, only slightly less than I used to, my love…”
(The Smiths, Stop Me If You Think You’ve Heard This One Before, 1987)
Before going overseas, the Olliver family pattern typically consisted of spending
the summer either visiting with Ginger’s family in Rossville, Indiana, or Louis’ family in
Bakersfield, California, their uniquely respective hometowns. Because Ginger’s father
Robert “Bob” Chittick died prior to our leaving for Mozambique, her family at this point
consisted of her older brother Tom Chittick, who was himself a career diplomat with the
U.S. State Department, and who we rarely saw, and her aging mother Lucille, who I never
developed a significant relationship with, and who I only remember vaguely as a cold,
distant, unfriendly, and unhappy woman. Louis’ family on the other hand, consisted of his
father, who everyone called Big Lou, whose name was not at all metaphorical, and who I
remember looked, acted, and talked like John Wayne, and his mother Josephine AmestoyOllivier, or Tachi as we kids called her.
Louis did not have any siblings, and had been raised and educated alongside three
cousins, who were all approximately of the same age, and who by this point all had their
own kids, our cousins, who we rarely saw or spent time with, and who to this very day I
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still have no relationship with. In any case, these summer jaunts were an expected and
regular summer migratory event, the Ollivier family’s version of the swallows returning
to Capistrano, though I never particularly enjoyed these trips because they often involved
spending long periods of time with extended family members that I did not know, and
having to sit through equally long afternoons visiting with strangers who told stories
about people and events that meant nothing whatsoever to me. Nevertheless, the time
with Tachi was always a reasonably good occasion and so when I realized that we would
be spending time with her before departing to Zaire I was reasonably content.
This trip as it turned out however, was not one that was going to be even remotely
enjoyable because Louis and Ginger had decided, or perhaps had been directed, that they
needed to place Maite in a therapeutic boarding school, one which for the sake of
convenience was selected because it was several hours drive from Tachi’s home in
Bakersfield, California. The school was named CEDU, short for CEDU Educational
Services, Inc. and was a year-round boarding school for troubled teens, that professed to
not believe in the use of medicines, and instead advocated regular meetings or therapy
sessions that occurred three times a week for four hours. During these scheduled
meetings, the students, a euphemistic term for the forcibly enrolled teens, would attend
Raps, or pseudo-psychology group sessions led by untrained staff, where they were
encouraged to denounce fellow students for minor rule infractions, all in the name of
healthy emotional and psychological growth. This institution is where Maite was going to
be enrolled and living while the rest of the Ollivier family was busy relocating overseas,
and to my memory this inauspicious beginning is how our departure for Kinshasa, Zaire
began.
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After driving up
to the school, going on
the tour, and then
saying our respective
goodbyes to Maite,
which I was not at all
happy about, the rest of
the family, at this point
consisting of Louis,
Figure 26: Maite at CEDU

Ginger, myself, and

Brenna, were once again on our way, and were subsequently soon on the ground in
Kinshasa, again placed in a temporary housing situation, which according to the now well
established pattern, required that despite the inevitable upheaval, that we all endeavor
valiantly to settle into our new and respective professional, sociocultural, linguistic, and
educational environments.
The temporary housing unit that we were placed in on this occasion was palatial
by local standards, and consisted of a two-floored multiple bed and bath roomed mansion

Figure 27: House 1, Zaire
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that had a massive yard and garden, and its own in ground swimming pool, which was an
exciting new experience for me. To this day I do not know what was wrong with the
house, but for some reason, it was judged as not acceptable by either Louis or Ginger,
and so even as we began the new settling in process, there was already an immediate and
palpable sense that I should not get too comfortable in this environment because we
would soon be moving once again. During this settling in time period, I began, as had
become my custom, trying to make sense of and understand the unfamiliar and unhomely
sociocultural, linguistic and physical environment that surrounded me. This process
involved me trying to identify, recognize, and categorize those aspects of our new
environment that might be similar, as well as those that were obviously different from our
previous living environments. On this occasion as one might imagine the differences
were quite substantial. Kinshasa, Zaire was nothing like our previous assignment Jeddah,
Saudi Arabia, and it presented no obvious similarities in race, environment, culture,
language, or style of dress.
Unlike Jeddah, Kinshasa was painfully and obviously socioeconomically
struggling and disadvantaged. The infrastructure of the city to include its roads,
buildings, street signs, and streetlights were obviously less modern, and in most cases
were simply absent. Instead of the fancy air-conditioned shopping malls and restaurants
that I had seen in Jeddah, in Kinshasa I saw outdoor marketplaces and shanties
constructed primarily of wood or other haphazardly collected and manipulated products. I
quickly realized that Kinshasa was more akin to Mozambique than it was to Jeddah, and
in short order soon observed similarly designed straw roofed and mud walled huts, as
well as the token massive colonial era brick homes, although these colonial era houses,
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unlike those in Mozambique, were typically recessed, hidden or protected by large
security walls, though neither the houses nor the walls were anywhere near as
ostentatious or extravagant as those that I had seen in Saudi Arabia.
Because no immediate comparisons with Jeddah were possible, out of necessity I
continued to draw comparisons with the only other African culture that I had ever
experienced, that of Mozambique.
Unfortunately, what I observed
almost immediately, was that
unlike the Mozambican population,
the Zairian population was not
particularly friendly or welcoming.
I saw very few smiles on the on the
faces of the people and what I
sensed instead of a welcoming
ethos was an undercurrent of

Figure 28: Zairean Women

almost palpable anger and resentment. Who or what those feelings were directed at I did
not know at the time, but one thing was for certain, this was not the same seemingly
gracious African environment that I had previously experienced.
Another immediately recognizable difference was that of the languages being
spoken. Because of Zaire’s history of Belgian occupation and colonization, the local
population, in addition to their own respective dialects, also spoke French, which
although being a romance language, was not a language that I had ever heard before,
which added yet another unmistakable layer of uncanniness and unfamiliarity to what
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was already a very unhomely environment. To make matters worse, because I did not
speak French, and had no background or understanding of the language whatsoever, I
was forced to navigate this new culture and environment much like a functionally
illiterate mute, restricted to grunting, using crude hand gestures, and pointing if I wanted
to communicate with the local population at all. Another difference that was immediately
discernible was that the Zairian population did not physically look or dress like the
Mozambicans that I remembered. I recall the Zairians being taller, darker skinned, and
the men being much more foreboding or fierce looking than the Mozambicans that I had
observed and encountered previously, observing the same characteristics in the local
population that Conrad’s character Marlow identifies so accurately in his novella. Like
Marlow, I too observed that the Zairian men often “frowned heavily,” and that this
frowning “gave to [their] black death-mask(s) an inconceivable sombre, brooding and
menacing expression” (Conrad, 1997, p.145).
The women in Kinshasa were also substantially different looking than the
Mozambican women I had seen and encountered or interacted with previously. I
remembered the women in Mozambique being lighter skinned and less assertive, and
soon found the Zairian women to be considerably more aggressive. This is not to say that
they ever overtly tried to harm me, but that they were far quicker and more likely to touch
me, pinch my cheeks, pat me on the head or put a hand on my shoulder than the
Mozambicans women had been, and possibly because I was just beginning to enter the
throes of puberty I was more aware of them, and thus made mental note that inherent in
their uncanny otherness they were simultaneously “savage and superb, wild-eyed and
magnificent” (Conrad, 1997, p.160).
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There were some similarities between these African environments however, and
in particular there was one item that I had observed in Mozambique, and had grown
accustomed to seeing, that I almost immediately observed in Kinshasa as well. This was
the steady and continual presence of men dressed in olive drab or camouflage military
attire; men that the South African postcolonial author Wilbur Smith identified and
encapsulated so accurately in his writing as “Every one of them was armed, every one a
trained soldier who had killed and would not hesitate to kill again” (Smith, 1980, p.
180). Like Mozambique, most of these men also carried automatic weapons that were
slung far too casually over their shoulders, and like Mozambique, most of these armed
men also wore uniforms that were not at all uniform, and instead consisted of a
hodgepodge of ribbons, pins, and buttons, which identified that they had survived the
incredible atrocities of the wars for independence and that in the process “had been taught
nothing but destruction and learned nothing except that a man's desires can be achieved
simply by killing anybody who stands in his way” (Smith, 1980, p.185). To a boy, these
men looked incredibly intimidating and uncanny, particularly to a boy who had never
been around armed men of any sort before, a boy who felt very much out of his element,
and who despite having already experienced incredible worldly events was still very
much a boy at heart, one who would shortly be starting the sixth grade at The American
International School of Kinshasa.
The American International School of Kinshasa, or TASOK as it was now called,
previously TASOL in honor of its colonial name of Leopoldville, was an enormous
sprawling, leafy-green campus, divided geographically into elementary, middle, and high
school PODS as they were called. This school, like the international school that I had
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attended in Jeddah, was also staffed by predominately middle-class Midwestern Anglo
American men and women, who were in many cases ex-Peace Corps or ex-Missionaries
that had elected for whatever personal reasons or demons they had, to remain overseas.
As a result, many of them held very different, typically extremely liberal, sociocultural
and political perspectives that were often at ends with the conservative ideologies and
opinions that were regularly espoused in our home in the living room or over the dinner
table. This disparity in political and social ideologies was often perplexing to me, and
occasionally led to conflicts at school with my international school classmates and with
my sixth grade teacher, Mrs. Andersen, who regularly made disparaging comments in
class about the unjust nature of American political and economic engagement in Africa,
which based on the Ollivier living room and dinner table conversations I knew to be
directly contradictory to what Louis was saying about the reality of the conditions on the
ground. I recall pointing out to Mrs. Andersen on one occasion that the comments that
she made could not possibly be true since my father who worked at the Embassy and who
was privy to information that she did not have said otherwise, which as one might
imagine was not well received.
As a result, I did not enjoy that year in school very much at all, and in fact
remember Mrs. Andersen as being painfully and ignorantly intolerant of any ideas or
beliefs that were not aligned with or did not espouse her own Midwestern personal,
political, and social perspectives. I realized that although I had initially naively believed
myself free of Ginger’s grasp since she was not working at the school, what actually
happened was that I had escaped one oppressive panoptic and punitive Midwestern Anglo
female only to have encountered and engaged her equally oppressive doppelgänger.
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Figure 29: Mrs. Andersen's "A" Team
It was at this point in my educational trajectory that I first began to argue or push
back against the opinions, beliefs, or mantras that the teachers often tried to force me to
repeat, and as a result there were several parent-teacher conferences, which ultimately
resulted in my being punished for talking back, or for using inappropriate language in the
classroom. What nobody, to include Ginger or Louis seemed to understand, probably
because they never asked for my side of the story, was that in my perspective I was trying
to protect them and the values that they claimed they espoused. Also, perhaps
prematurely, I was already feeling very much like I had earned the right to present my
own thoughts and opinions about the conditions and parameters that we lived within,
particularly since by this point I believed that I had already acquired more international
and espionage experience than the majority of the adults that we regularly interacted
with. Needless to say, Ginger and Louis did not see things that way, and as was part of
the established pattern, I was typically punished, even though I was never allowed the
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opportunity to express my reasons or give an explanation for the choices or actions that I
had taken. It was at this point that I began to realize that the best, safest, course of action
for my own survival was to say nothing about anything to anyone either on the home
front or at school and as a result of this perpetual punishment that habit slowly became an
engrained and practiced part of my daily life pattern.
Thankfully, during the Kinshasa two-year time period Ginger did not work at
TASOK, so at least during the day throughout this period I was afforded a moderate
reprieve from the otherwise perennial panoptic punishments that I had endured during the
Mozambique and Saudi Arabia years. I do recall however that during this same time
period my grades in school were once again, or were increasingly becoming, an issue of
contention, mostly regarding my mathematics grades, which were regularly poor despite
my best efforts to the contrary. I seemed to do reasonably and consistently well in the
other school subjects without having to try too hard, although to be fair, I had never
learned nor been taught what good study habits looked like, so in typical boy fashion I
frequently left homework and school work until the last possible moment before rushing
haphazardly to get it completed, which usually was good enough to garner me a solidly
passing grade, with which I was usually more than happy.
It was at some point during this same introductory settling in time period that the
Olliviers moved out of the temporary housing enclave and into a new, larger, single floor,
multi-bedroomed, multi-bathroomed, ranch style home with an expansive yard and an in
ground swimming pool that possessed a front porch panoramic and panoptic view of the
Congo River and downtown Kinshasa, where the infamous Inner Station that Conrad
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identified in his novella and curiously enough, the U.S. Embassy compound and CIA
company offices were located.

Figure 30: House and View of Congo River

This new house that we moved into, unlike the earlier and more physically
exposed temporary housing, was protected from the road by an enormous row of mango
trees that regularly dropped their fruit into the yard, and by a large white gated brick
fence that completely
encircled the property.
Although both Ginger
and Louis seemed to
appreciate the nuances
of this house more
than the previous one,

Figure 31: View of Inner Station
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I remember feeling generally ambivalent about it, probably because we had already lived
in so many houses that I failed to see the value inherent in this one. Perhaps I should have
been more attentive, or perhaps I was just out of practice, an understandable lapse after a
yearlong hiatus from everyday espionage spent in the United States. Now however, we
were back overseas and back in the game, and although it took some time to regain my
bearings and reacquire my international sea legs, I soon realized that part of the reason
for the move from the temporary housing area, where our immediate neighbors were
other American families, was so that Louis could once again surreptitiously come and go
from an otherwise indeterminate location without being readily observable by any of the
neighbors.
Once we were all safely ensconced in this new house, life seemed to revert to a
more normal tempo, a pace that for me included regular school day hours spent at
TASOK and afternoons and evenings spent at the new house, or spent several blocks
away at the missionary dormitory buildings where I had discovered other international
kids lived and played. These kids who I regularly spent the afternoon and evenings
playing basketball or other sports with also happened to be students at TASOK, but they
all lived jointly with supervisory adults in an immense dormitory building while their
parents were deep in the Zairian backcountry doing field missionary work. As it
happened it was during this otherwise seemingly tranquil second year in Kinshasa that a
variety of events occurred that laid the subsequent foundations for my adult relationships
with Ginger and Louis.
The first event, which changed matters considerably, occurred one afternoon
when Ginger, Brenna, and I happened to be sitting in the front living room of the house.
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A military jet of indeterminate origin and nationality flying low and fast above the river
banked in our direction and then passed directly above our house making all the windows
rattle. At the time we did not know what was happening, and wanting to see what was
going on we all rushed out onto the front porch and began scanning, looking for whatever
had caused the noise and disturbance. Ginger was the first to spot and identify the plane
that was now steadily heading away from the house and climbing toward the distant
horizon and directed my attention to it, but seemed rather perplexed when I was unable to
visually locate the plane that she had been able to identify so readily. Shortly after this
event, Ginger and Louis took me to a local optometrist who quickly informed them that I
indeed required glasses, and that based on the strength of my prescription should have
been fitted with glasses much earlier. All of sudden, years of previous
misunderstandings, events and arguments came sharply into focus. Finally, Louis and
Ginger understood why, despite their regular scolding, I had habitually positioned myself
so close to the television on those rare occasions when it happened to be on, despite them
regularly mocking me for being so close to the screen. Finally, arguments about why I
was not taking notes in class when the other kids were made sense to them. And finally, it
was clear why I would regularly duck or jump out of the way of the baseball during little
league batting practices years before in Saudi Arabia despite Louis’ steady scolding’s
about “standing in there,” and “it’s just a baseball,” and how easy it was to play the game.
One might imagine that this rather significant discovery would help make familial
relationship matters better, but in usual form, what I remember about this event was
Ginger hissing at me under her breath in the doctor’s office to hurry up and choose some
glasses frames, which I did, not because I liked the way they looked, but because I did
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not want to be responsible for delaying this excursion any longer and subsequently get
into more trouble as a result. As a consequence, I remember my first pair of glasses being
a hideous silver metal-framed monster, and like Jan Brady, I did not want to wear them
because they were so ugly. But, again in typical form, Ginger made it a point to yell at
me when she caught me not wearing my glasses on one particular day, and pointed out
that “those glasses were very expensive,” so wear them I did even though to the essence
of my very core I hated them.
Another issue that began to affect my perspective of our familial relationships
during this time period was the slow realization that Louis and Ginger selectively shared
information with one another about what was really going on at home, at school, and at
work. Often times I would mentally note that what was said did not accurately reflect the
truth that I knew or had observed first-hand, but I chose not to speak up lest I find myself
in the middle of a conflict and the recipient of the blame. Because Louis was often gone
long hours for work, Maite had now been banished to a boarding school in the United
States, and Brenna was ten years younger than I was, I often was left to deal with
Ginger’s psycho-emotional outbursts and tirades all by myself. Having witnessed firsthand how well the verbal and physical confrontations with Ginger had worked out for
Maite, I would usually try anything to avoid or extinguish these conflicts with Ginger
whenever they would erupt, which almost always involved Ginger transitioning into or
reverting to yelling which seemed to be her default setting. My attempts at avoiding this
awful yelling would usually backfire, because in my efforts to pacify I would say or do
just about anything to avoid the awful confrontations that ensued. The outcome
unfortunately was almost always a loss for me however, because Ginger would inevitably
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tell Louis just part of the story, the part that she thought she knew, and because I would
not challenge her or speak up to defend myself, these half-truth tales inevitably made me
look like I was the liar.
These constant verbal assaults grew increasingly emotionally and psychologically
draining and tiresome and soon began to take a toll on me. As a result, I began imitating
Maite’s earlier patterns of either remaining away from the house for as much time as
possible, or retreating to my bedroom on those occasions when I had to be at home. Even
on those occasions when I would attempt to hide in my room, Ginger would frequently
make it a point to burst into the room unexpectedly and uninvited as if she might catch
me in flagrante delicto, which was completely ridiculous and not about to happen,
especially because at this stage of my life I had just begun to go through puberty and had
little interest in girls. But, such was the pattern in the Ollivier household and out of sheer
necessity I was beginning to become more adept at lying to Ginger and Louis about what
I was really doing, whom I was doing it with, and why I was doing it.
For the most part truth be told, I was
a pretty good kid. I was not involved in any
of the multiple shady activities that went on
at TASOK middle school, and other than
sports, I was pretty content to spend my
Figure 32: TASOK Swimming Awards

days playing basketball, swimming

competitively, which I was still doing and was quite well at, listening to music or reading,
which I was also still doing plenty of thanks to the TASOK library, which provided a
broad array of fiction that I was burning through at an extraordinarily rapid rate. Despite
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these normal pre-teen activities, I was never allowed to forget where we were or what we
were really doing there, especially since Louis had decided that I was now advanced
enough in age to assist and partake in some of the clandestine activities that he and his
colleagues from the company were regularly engaged in.
On one occasion, early one morning as I was getting ready for school, Louis
asked extemporaneously if I wanted to miss school that day to help him with a project
that he was involved with. At the time Ginger was out of the country, visiting her mother
back home in Indiana, and as a result it was just us boys taking care of things at the
house. Because I rarely spent positive time with Louis, and because it offered the chance
to miss school, this seemed like a unique and exciting opportunity, so of course I agreed
to help. As we climbed into the car, Louis explained that we were going to drive across
town to the Intercontinental Hotel, a place that we had all been several times before
because it was popular hangout for expatriates, or expats as they, we, were commonly
referred to locally. On the way over, Louis explained that his office had been assigned
responsibility for training the local Zairian presidential guards in matters of personal and
location security. Louis explained that these guards were going to be escorting a practice
or dummy dignitary in through the front doors, through the lobby of the hotel, and into a
waiting elevator. My job Louis explained was to push my way up close to the elevator,
and then hand a yellow tennis ball to one of the guards, as they swept past. On this
yellow tennis ball that Louis handed to me in large letters in permanent black ink was
written only one word, GRENADE.
Louis explained that if I was successful, then these guards would have failed in
their duty to protect their charge, and that these presidential guards would never expect a
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child, much less a white child, of being involved in this sort of operation, and so it was
almost certain to work. When we arrived at the hotel, Louis said, “good luck” and sent
me on my way with this faux grenade clutched tightly in my hand. I remember that I
strolled casually over to the elevators and stood waiting for the presidential guards to
come in the front doors as Louis had said that they would, and sure enough without much
fanfare, the guards, who were dressed in western style business suits, and who looked
enormous, soon poured in the front door in a wedge formation with their hands out,
pushing people out of the way, as they headed directly toward where I was standing. As
they passed by me, I tried to push the “grenade” into the hand of one of the men, but he
causally brushed me aside and before I knew it the entire group had passed by and was in
the elevator and the doors were beginning to close. Not knowing what else to do, I lofted
the tennis ball “grenade” into the elevator just as the doors closed and then turned and ran
for the exit. When I got outside I was upset, convinced that I had made a mess of it
because I had not successfully achieved exactly what Louis had told me to do. Instead, to
my shock what I discovered was Louis leaning against our car laughing. He told me that
the events inside the lobby had gone better than he had anticipated, and that I had done a
good job. I was completely perplexed because I thought the operation had been an utter
disaster. Louis drove me back to the house, still chuckling, congratulated me on my quick
thinking, and then dropped me off before returning to the office. That evening when he
came home Louis was in high spirits, and told me between bouts of laughter that the
presidential guard had “gone ape-shit” during the debriefing process, which I understood
at the time to mean that they were upset at their failure to protect the dummy dignitary
that they had been tasked with guarding. Louis then told me that my actions had gained
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me some notoriety and made me something of a minor celebrity at the U.S. Embassy, and
that despite their failure to protect their charge, the guards had selected a new nickname
for me, which was confirmed the very next day when we went by the embassy to collect
some paperwork. On our way in the front door as we passed by the Zairian guards that
stood protective duty out front, they began to laugh and elbow one other having
recognized Louis and by extension, me as his son. One of the guards even went so far as
to briefly touch the fingers of his right hand to the bill of his hat in a mock salute and
whispered bonjour petite assassin to me as we passed by, thus confirming that I had
indeed earned a new moniker.
Of course, when this story was later shared with Ginger after she returned from
her trip she was not at all happy about it, but there was not a whole lot that she could so
about it other than voice her displeasure with the goings on, which she did, but that did
not seem to dissuade Louis from involving me in future operations. Perhaps because of
my age, or because I had just recently survived and triumphed during my first teen
fistfight at school, the result of defending Ginger’s womanly honor from another older
school boy’s taunts, I was feeling cocky and it must have shown because Louis decided
that I should be included in another improvised operation that he dreamed up. On this
occasion, I had overheard Louis talking about an operation in town that had not gone
smoothly. In this instance, one of Louis’ Company colleagues had gotten spooked during
an operation and in the dark, had fallen into a storm drain, panicked, and then nearly
flubbed the operation that involved throwing an object over the wall of a foreign
embassy. When I heard what had happened I scoffed at this man’s failure, and when
questioned about my response, based on childhood ignorance, shared that I thought this
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man was a chicken, and that anyone could throw an object over a wall in the dark. Louis
said, “You think you could do better?” to which I responded with an “absolutely, who
couldn’t?” and so Louis challenged me by saying “ok, we’ll see if you can put your
money where your mouth is.”
That afternoon, Louis drove just the two of us past the front of the Russian
Embassy and slowed the car down to point out the glass-covered bulletin board that sat
immediately adjacent to its intimidating gunmetal gray massive front gates. Louis said,
“I’m going to swing the car around, and let you out at the top of the street. Your job is to
walk down here, stop at the bulletin board and place this sticker on the glass, then walk
down to the far corner where I will be waiting to pick you up.” Louis then handed me a
politically themed decal version of
the Mad Magazine Spy Vs. Spy
characters that beneath the image in
big letters said Tech Busters, which
apparently related in a timely fashion
to the stealing of technological
information from the United States
that the Russians were engaging in at
Figure 33: Spy vs. Spy

that time. Nonplussed by what Louis

was asking me to do, I responded with an arrogant, “no problem,” and so the operation
began. Louis drove up the street to the top of the hill and let me out of the car and then
pulled away out of sight. As instructed, I casually sauntered down the sidewalk, toward
the Russian Embassy, which loomed larger and more ominous with every step. As I drew
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closer, I began to see the frightening details that I had missed before. Video cameras
affixed to corner posts, motion activated spotlights and concertina wire all slowly came
into focus, and I felt the adrenaline begin to pump through my veins. Closer, closer, I
approached the bulletin board, expecting at any moment for someone or something to
charge out the gate in my direction, or for a disembodied voice to yell and order me to
freeze or to stop, but still I kept my feet moving and kept my eyes on the target. When I
reached the bulletin board I stopped briefly and feigned interest in the articles that were
affixed to it, then paused, looked directly upward at the camera that was focused
downward on me, and then in quick succession, peeled the back off the sticker, slapped
the sticker on the glass, pivoted on my heel, and ran for my life. When I reached the
corner, Louis pulled up in the car, and threw the passenger door open. While the car was
still rolling, I jumped in and we sped away. Louis asked me as we drove back to the
house if I was scared, and my response, as has been shared over many years, and
discussed over many dinner tables was “Yes, but it was sure fun.”
Although these early clandestine training experiences were fun at the time, there
were other experiences in Zaire that were not nearly as enjoyable. During this second
year in Kinshasa, as I matured I became more aware, more attuned, and more hyper
vigilant, and as a result was more often included in the adult discussions of the everpresent dangers that existed perpetually on the periphery of our daily lives. One incident
that captured this awareness occurred on an otherwise peaceful Saturday morning when
Louis informed me, seemingly out of the blue, that on that particular day he was going to
teach me how to load and shoot the 12-gauge shotgun that was kept in the house. To be
clear, the Ollivier family had always had guns in the house for reasons of safety and
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security and to his credit Louis was and had always been very clear about the rules of gun
safety. As a result, I had grown up with an awareness of guns, what they could do, how
they should and should not be used, and had extensive experience shooting and handling
standard sized calibers like 22s, 38 revolvers, 9 millimeter semi-automatics, and a few
other odd older pieces that belonged to respective grandparents. Every once in a while
during the summer Louis would take me with him to the gun range to go shooting, and as
a result I learned from him how to properly handle a firearm from a relatively young age.
On this particular occasion, Louis seemed especially determined to teach me how to
shoot the shotgun. Although I did not know why this was so important, I did know that
the shotgun for some irrational reason scared the hell out of me. I had heard all kinds of
schoolyard stories from other kids about how shotguns kicked when they were fired, that
they could or would knock you down, or even break your shoulder if they were fired
incorrectly, so understandably I was afraid of this gun. Of course, I did not share any of
these irrational fears or the stories that I heard with Louis, so when we arrived at the open
field that was used by the expat community as a gun range I simply did as I was told. I
loaded the shotgun, and then on Louis’ instruction held it low and tight against my right
hip and prepared to fire it. At this point the fear of what was I thought was coming
overcame me and I began to cry, thoroughly convinced that this gun was going to hurt
me. Completely undeterred by my tears, Louis commanded that I shoot, and so I did. I
squeezed the trigger, the shotgun boomed, and I held on for dear life. “Reload!” I heard
Louis order, so I did, slamming the slide back and then forward again. “Shoot! Do it
again!” he ordered and I did, continuing to fire, reloading, firing again, reloading, and
crying all the while. When the shotgun finally clicked that it was empty Louis pulled the
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shotgun from my hands, quickly reloaded the weapon and then pushed it back at me. “Do
it again!” he ordered again, and again I did what I was told. Shooting, reloading,
shooting, reloading, until again it clicked signaling that it was empty. We repeated that
same pattern several times, until finally, realizing that I was not hurt and that nothing was
wrong with me and I stopped crying. At that point, Louis said “ok, we’re done, let’s go
home.” On the ride home neither of us spoke, I was embarrassed by my performance and
did not want to look up, and so instead I starred at the floorboards on the passenger side
of the car. When we pulled into the driveway of the house Louis said, “come with me,”
and of course I obeyed, convinced that I was going to get a spanking for having done
something wrong, although I was not sure what that something was. Louis led me in
through the front door of the house, and pointed at the enormous white metal door that
was mounted on the wall and separated the bedroom hallway from the living room. The
door which had presumably been installed by the embassy, and which I will always
remember had come off of a ship at some point, was huge, thick, metal, and had a wheel
on the back of it that could be spun to lock the door, effectively securing the bedroom
hallway from the rest of the house. Louis then pointed to the far end of the hallway, and
said “you know that the shotgun is kept under our bed, now you know how to load it, and
shoot it. If I ever tell you to, you lock this door, you get the shotgun, load it like I showed
you, and you sit at that end of the hallway and point it towards this door. Then, you do
what you did today, point, shoot, reload and keep shooting until I come and tell you its ok
to stop.” I was scared and so I just nodded silently that I understood. Louis then said as
though it were an afterthought, “sometimes bad people break into people's houses and
they hurt people; if that happens you stay in here,” again I nodded silently, and Louis
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seemingly convinced that I would do as directed, then walked away down the hallway to
put the shotgun back where it belonged, under his and Ginger’s bed.
Subsequent years later when this event came up in conversation I remember Louis
looking somewhat perplexed, as though he did not remember these events at all. With
some prodding he said, “oh, I remember now, that was when there was a rash of breakins happening.” He then explained, providing a subtext that would have been helpful
years before, that what had prompted this impromptu training session was the knowledge
that during that same time period there had been a spate of break-ins and how on several
occasions locals had climbed over the security walls in the night, thrown chains around
the bars that protected the windows and doors, then forcibly pulled the windows out, and
entered the homes of the expats living there, raping and killing those people who were
inside. As Louis shared this knowledge with the rest of the family who happened to be
sitting at the dinner table that night, I remember thinking to myself, who is this man who
seemingly so casually recounts this information, and perhaps more importantly, because I
grew up in his house under his tutelage and had learned what manhood looked like from
him, by extension what sort of man did that make me?
The answer to that existentialist question was not to be provided or discovered
while we were living in Kinshasa. Instead, what occurred during that second year and the
final months we spent in Zaire was more of these same sorts of events that have already
been identified. For a brief period of time Maite and Tachi came to visit, but they only
stayed for a short while before they were gone again, and I was once again left alone to
figure out the business of learning to navigate events that were to me everyday life
occurrences. Of course, there were some highlights during this final period such as my
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learning how to better dodge Ginger,
how to better assist Louis with his
activities which included helping to
change license plates on the car on
one dark evening occasion, having
the privilege of meeting William
Figure 34: William Casey Visits
Kinshasa

Casey, the actual acting head of the
CIA when he visited Kinshasa, and perhaps

most difficult still, managing to endure the most brutal of all experiences, surviving
puberty and passing the 7th grade.
As was always inevitable, the time quickly approached and then arrived for the
Olliviers to begin preparing for our next new assignment, which as the Company, fate,
and the river had decided, would be another African tour, although this time the river’s
currents would sweep us north and west to yet another French speaking African country,
Cameroon, and to its capital
of Yaoundé, which was
going to be our new home.
Because I was otherwise
involved with “normal”
teenage concerns, I was not
particularly bothered by or
enthusiastic about this new
assignment, especially since
Figure 35: 7th Grade
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no one ever seemed to care what I thought or even bothered to ask how I felt about the
events that were happening. But because this was the norm, and because the emotional
and psychological conditions within the family were at their usual rolling boil, and
because I was so acclimated to the constant state of upheaval that I had learned to recuse
myself emotionally and psychologically from the situations and from Ginger’s inevitably
emotional outbursts that accompanied the packing up to move process, instead of
worrying about items over which I had no control, I spent my time passively observing
what was now to be the ninth move of my life.
The moving process, which I had already observed multiple times, usually
involved what seemed like a small army of packers, who like spiders, descended on the
house, and wrapped all items in paper and bubble wrap cocoons before then placing
everything into boxes, then carrying these items away to be loaded onto trucks that would
then rumble away carrying with them our respective personal effects, which as previous
experiences had demonstrated and proven several times over at this point, we may or may
not ever see again depending on situations and variables that were clearly beyond our
control. What I had not realized until this point was that our personal effects, very much
like our bodies and ourselves, were essentially expendable items, existing not only in a
perpetual state of transitory ownership, but also seemingly valuable only for what we
could do for those entities to whom we belonged. As I contemplated these early
existentialist musings, Louis came rushing into the house, looking excited and shared
with Ginger and I that he had received word from Langley that our shipping orders had
been changed at the last minute. I remember Louis sharing with enthusiastic aplomb that
these new orders that had come in said, “disregard Cameroon, you’re going to
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Barcelona,” and so just like the immediately adjacent raging Congo river currents whose
ebb and flow patterns we regularly observed shifting from our front porch, the Ollivier
family’s collective life patterns shifted once again, this time carrying us simultaneously
up and out of the heart of darkness, out of Plato’s Cave, and toward that allegorical light
of Truth that would in short form teach me that happy ever after was just another
illusionary wunderland.
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STATION 6
THE KINGDOM OF SPAIN, BARCELONA
(August 1986 - July 1989)
Call me morbid, call me pale
I’ve spent too long on your trail
Far too long chasing your tail, oh
And if you have five seconds to spare
Then I'll tell you the story of my life
Sixteen, clumsy and shy
That's the story of my life
Sixteen, clumsy and shy
The story of my life
That’s the story of my life…
--(The Smiths, Half A Person, 1986)
The Ollivier family washed ashore in Barcelona, Spain in relatively late summer,
having spent the majority of the early part of the summer dealing with a variety of family
issues, not the least of which included having to relocate Maite from the CEDU school
that she attended in California to another similarly themed school for troubled teens in
Utah because Maite had decided that she would no longer tolerate the treatment at her
current school, and had elected on several occasions to run away. To address and correct
this problem Louis and Ginger had decided that a new school located in Provo, Utah was
better suited to her because her pattern of running away would not be a realistic option
for obvious topographic and weather restrictive reasons.
Once these relocation and resettling issues with Maite were resolved, the family
traveled to and arrived in Barcelona, and subsequently checked into the Victoria Hotel.
At the time I hoped that the coincidental use of the name Victoria would prove to be a
serendipitous signifier for Barcelona, since I knew that David Livingstone when
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discovering Victoria Falls had reputedly uttered, “Sights such as these must have been
gazed upon by angels in their flight,” (Smith, 2011, p.125) and hoped that this feeling
would also prove to be the case for us since this hotel, and city would be our new home
until such time as new orders from the Company made themselves clear.

Almost immediately upon
our arrival it became patently
clear to me that both Louis and
Ginger were thrilled that we had
been assigned to Barcelona,
which made perfect sense
considering that both of them had
studied and majored in Spanish at
their respective alma maters.
Ginger had earned her Bachelor’s
degree in Spanish at Purdue

Figure 36: Barcelona Arrival

University in Lafayette, Indiana,
while Louis had earned his Bachelor’s degree in Spanish at Saint Mary’s College in
Moraga California, a Master’s degree in Spanish at Middlebury College, and a Ph.D. in
Luso-Iberian Studies at the University of New Mexico. For these reasons, and because
they had both lived, studied and traveled extensively in Spain at earlier points in their
lives, this return to Spain was in many ways a dream come true homecoming experience
for the both of them. Unfortunately for me however, because I did not possess their
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educational, sociocultural, or linguistic backgrounds or experiences, nor had I acquired
any of their Spanish language training proficiencies, I once again found myself expected
and required to evaluate and attempt to establish an understanding of this new labyrinth
and its parameters of culture, linguistics, and geography while simultaneously and solely
navigating the uncanny and unhomely psychological aspects that I was already
encountering in the short time that I had been in country.
In fact, one of the first uncanny experiences that I remember occurred on the very
first day of school, shortly after arriving in country, when I was waiting alongside Ginger
and another American woman and her young child, neither of whom I knew, on the curb
out in front of the hotel that we were still living in. As we waited for the school bus to
collect and transport us to the Benjamin Franklin International School, it grew
increasingly obvious, because of the passing of time, that we had either been forgotten, or
that there had been a logistical mistake of some sort. Ginger proceeded to wave down a
passing taxi, and then instructed me to climb into the back while she spoke to the driver.
After speaking to the woman next to her she then placed this other child, whom I did not
know, into the taxi with me, dropped a motley collection of odd sized and colored coins
into my hand, and told me that she would “see me later,” then closed the cab door and the
taxi then pulled away. I remember thinking that I did not know where I was going, and
that I certainly did not know how to get back to the hotel. I also remember that this other
child was considerably younger than me, and that I felt responsible for the both of us,
although I knew that I did not have the slightest idea what we were supposed to do next,
or what I would do if events should go wrong. Fortunately, the taxi driver who was an
older bearded man did deliver us to the front of our new school, which from the outside
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did not look anything at all like any school I had ever seen before. Unlike the other
international schools that I had attended that enjoyed big sprawling leafy campuses, this
school looked like a rundown old farm house, and was only identifiable as a school by
the somewhat new looking sign and banner which drooped flaccidly out front.

Figure 37: BFIS
Relieved that I was able to identify the school, I now faced another problem,
which was that I was unable to figure out the value of the coins that Ginger had so
unceremoniously dropped into my hand. The taxi driver, sensing my uneasiness turned
and looked at me, and grunted something which I did not understand, and when he
received a blank terrified look in return, he proceeded to point a gnarled twisted finger at
the now stopped taximeter, then looked at me, and waited expectantly. Not sure what to
do next, I began to sweat because I did not have the foggiest idea if the number price on
the meter was correct, nor did I have any idea if I had enough money to pay for the taxi,
nor did I know what the value of the coins were that were still clutched in my now
	
  
145	
  

	
  
sweating hand, because I could not read the Spanish that was written on them. Not sure
what to do, I handed all the coins in my possession to the man, who then grunted
something else that I also did not understand, and then smiled at me, showing me his
terrifyingly tobacco stained teeth. Not sure what else to do I took his smile as a sign of
approval, and climbed out of the taxi clutching the hand of this smaller child that I did not
know, and then progressed up the front stairs of the school, entered the office, and
identified myself and this other child to some statuesque blonde woman who was holding
a stack of documents and looked as though she worked there. Thankfully, she did, and
she subsequently relieved me of my strange child burden, and then directed me to the
classroom where the other members of the incredibly small eighth grade class sat waiting.
The rest of the day passed without significantly further incident, other than the
fact that these kids all spoke to one another in a steady and fluid mixture of Spanish and
Catalan, neither of which I understood, despite both being romance languages, which just
helped to make me feel even more like the odd man out. At the end of the day,
fortunately, Ginger was waiting outside the administrative office, which at the time I
thought was to collect me and escort me home. The reality was that Ginger had once
again decided that she was going to make the school her place of employment and had
managed to secure a job for herself as a part-time elementary school teaching assistant.
To make matters worse, Ginger then asked me for the change from that morning’s taxi
ride. I told her truthfully that there was no change, and that I had given all the money to
the taxi driver. She then proceeded to get mad, and scolded me publically saying, “That
was a lot of money, you should have known better.” By this point I knew better than to
argue with Ginger, so I remained silent but I did think to myself, “That is a pretty stupid
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thing to say; how on earth would I have known better? I don’t even speak the language,”
which was of course true, and to make matters even more interesting, I had never even
seen this new money before, nor had its various denominations ever been explained to
me, but by this point I was growing increasingly inured to Ginger and so I simply cursed
her silently under my breath as we rode back to the hotel in yet another taxi.
As had been the norm in all locations, and was proven to be true here as well,
Louis was gone from early morning till evening time, and so most of the domestic
settling in process was handled by Ginger who, I realized because of her incessant
complaining, was responsible for finding us a place to live. In the meantime, we
continued to live in the hotel and I commuted back and forth from school daily,
thankfully on the school bus since the initial problem of logistics had been remedied,
while simultaneously trying to settle in and make sense of all of these new experiences
that I was having. Unlike everywhere else that we had lived thus far, Barcelona as far as I
could tell, met the definition of a true wunderland in the same definitive illuminative,
colorful, and textural sense that the Dutch artist Gerard Terborch’s work circa 1675,
encapsulated which motivated the initial use of the word. Like Terborch’s paintings,
Barcelona, her people, and her weather radiated brilliant lively colors, cleanliness,
modernity, a western ethos, and was always beautifully sunny and mildly temperate,
because of the steady ocean breezes that blew in from the Mediterranean, which
prevented it from being as ungodly humidly hot as it had always been everywhere else.
Additionally, and even more shockingly, the roads were all paved, the lights all worked,
the cars were not held together by bailing wire, and there were no random animal
sightings on the sides of the roads.
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I also noticed relatively quickly that the people that I interacted with, mostly at
the hotel, inasmuch as I could not speak Catalan or Spanish, or Castilian as I was quickly
informed it should be properly called, were pleasant, well dressed, and reminded me very
much in manner and appearance of Louis side of the family that we had spent many a
summer visiting with in Bakersfield, California. At one point, I remarked on these
physical and cultural similarities and was informed by Ginger that my observations only
made sense since Louis’ family had emigrated to California from the Basque country area
in northern Spain, which is why our last name was Ollivier, and explained that it came
from his father’s family, whose lineage hailed from the French side of the Pyrenees
Mountains. Ginger further explained that Tachi’s last name, Amestoy, also originated
from the Basque country although from the Spanish side of the Pyrenees and that we
Olliviers still had family, albeit distant cousins, living in Guipúzcoa, a province bordering
the northern Spanish city of San Sebastián. This information all made sense to me, and
with the knowledge that we legitimately belonged here safely tucked away in my psyche
I began to feel like I could emotionally and psychologically settle in to what was already
feeling very much like a homely environment, albeit a little at a time, helped
tremendously by the fact that I did not physically standout in an uncanny fashion from
the rest of the population as I had in so many other previous locations, and in fact, looked
genetically like I fit right in with the general demographic curve of the local populace.
This settling in process was further expedited by Ginger’s relatively rapid
announcement that she had found the perfect place for us to live, and as it turned out, she
had, although it was on this occasion to be apartment living, which we had never
experienced anywhere that we had ever been assigned before. Still, in true Ginger form,
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this apartment, an Atico, or attic apartment located on Calle Pedró de la Creu, Catalan for
“Peter of the Cross” street, was enormous and encompassed the entire top floor of a
building in a historic neighborhood of Barcelona called Sarrià. This attic apartment had
five bedrooms, four bathrooms, two living rooms, an enormous dining room and an
actual outside terrace yard complete with shrubs and grass. Additionally, the apartment
possessed an overlook of the downtown Barcelona skyline and was the envy of most
people who later came over for meetings or for dinner.
Another aspect that I enjoyed tremendously, was that this apartment was close
enough to the Benjamin Franklin International School that I could independently walk to
and from the school in the mornings and afternoons, which was a new experience for me,
but was one that I enjoyed thoroughly, especially since the weather in Barcelona was
almost always a near perfect 74 degrees Fahrenheit, and only occasionally dipped to 49
degrees Fahrenheit during the winter months. To make matters even more perfect, the
apartment was also almost immediately adjacent to the Reina Elisenda metro station,
which provided a direct shot into the heart of downtown Barcelona, and stopped at the
famous Plaza Cataluñya, which was the city’s metro heart from which the other metro
arteries flowed outward, and which over the next three years allowed me to access almost
the entirety of the city of Barcelona.
Once this apartment, our new home, had been located and we were able to move
in, and it became clear as was shared over the dinner table one night that we would not be
moving again for at least the next three years, which was an unusual tiding and deviated
considerably from the otherwise well-established pattern of two years assignments, I was
able to begin focusing on school life and making new friends. This seemed to come
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painfully slowly, which I attributed to a combination of language difficulties and
confusion, my own awkward clumsy puberty body issues, as captured in The Smiths
lyrics from the song “Half A Person,” early onset teenage angst, frustration, and anger at
our constant life upheavals, and, because the school and the eighth grade were both
extremely small, there was simply no place to hide. In fact, there were only ten eighth
grade students in the entire school, so out of necessity one had to become friends with the
people literally in the same room, or be risk being ostracized from the group entirely.
Another option, one which I soon pursued, was to build friendships with kids from other
older grades out of necessity, something that in my previous experiences had never
happened before, but needed to happen on this occasion because there were quite literally
only a few people options to work or play with.
Demographically the majority of the students and the faculty that attended or
worked at Benjamin Franklin International School or (BFIS), were of mixed Spanish and
other European nationality heritages. The teachers here were predominately Europeans,
some that had come from northern Europe, a few were Spaniards, and of course there was
a small distinctive group of American teachers, most of whom on this occasion proved to
be older men, that I understood from casual conversations, had decided to finish their
respective teaching careers in Barcelona.
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THE EARLY YEARS 1986 - 1991
Directors: Ann Marino (2 years)
and Jim Swetz (3 years)

Spanish department,
Oriol Bastardes, Mª Dolors
Guasch, Cuqui Busto, Pilar
Herenando, Alexandra Oriol

First BFIS Staﬀ

In September 1986, the Benjamin Franklin
International School opened its doors with 150
students, from PK to 12th grade, and 23 teachers.

an indispensable requirement to ensure the
viability of an international school. Cindy Moyer
oversaw this first accreditation process as well
as the subsequent re-accreditations in 2001 and
2006. We are currently working on our 4th MSA
re-accreditation.

Its first Director, Ann Marino, who had experience
in European international schools, created an
environment of trust and hard work, and during
those first two years the enthusiasm for the ideal
school grew. Everyone did whatever was needed;
we were up for everything and anything. There
were no limits to the hours we dedicated to our
new school and the enthusiasm was such that we
never saw problems, only solutions!

As for the Spanish academic requirements, having
obtained the necessary authorizations from both
the Spanish Ministry of Education and the Catalan
Department of Education, an inspector was
assigned to supervise the school’s curriculum in
Catalan and Spanish language, and our courses in
Geography and History of Cataluña and Spain. This
set in motion what is now a comprehensive annual
reporting process.

On November 1st, 1986 we celebrated The
Dedication of the New School with the assistance
of Dr. Robert Ferguson, Regional Oﬃcer of the US
State Department of Overseas Schools, who gave
a wonderful speech encouraging us to continue on
the path we had embarked upon. The school choir
sang songs in English, Spanish, and Catalan.

The Foundation Board selected the Board of
Governors from among its members to safeguard
the school’s future, oversee its finances, plan for
its facilities’ needs, and develop school policy.
The hierarchy, so important in a school, was well
established and respected. With the trust and
support of the Board, the Director, together with
other education professionals, managed the dayto-day operations of the school.

During that first year many student enrichment
activities were created: the Close Up in
Washington; the Model UN in The Hague; the
Science Fair; the Young Authors Week; the Sant
Jordi celebration; the Halloween Party; the
Christmas program; plays and poetry readings;
after-school activities with soccer, basketball,
volleyball, baseball and track teams; fieldtrips to
Ampurias, Girona, and Madrid; and the ski trip to
Andorra.

Jim Swetz
1st Administrative Staﬀ: Cima Balser, Anne Jonsson,
Ann Marino, Buby Sepúlveda, Nancy Vilallonga

The teacher development program was
established, and our school became a member
of international schools associations: MAIS
(Mediterranean Association of International
Schools) and ECIS (European Council of
International Schools). How could we forget that
trip to our first ECIS conference in Montreux,
Switzerland, attended by almost every BFIS
teacher!
External evaluation processes were put in place,
beginning with a self-evaluation, and we obtained
our first accreditation from the Middle States
Association of Colleges and Schools (MSA) in 1989,

Nancy Vilallonga was the first BFIS secretary. Her
working day seemed to have no end. Her character
and eﬃciency were incredibly helpful. We were
also fortunate to have received the help of two
very special people who worked as our first school
volunteers: Cima Balser and Ann Johnsson (now
deceased). We would like to thank and honor them
here for their time, generosity, availability, ideas,
and unfailing support.
Social activities and events outside of school
hours were sponsored and managed by the
Booster Club (now the PTA), a group of parent
volunteers who worked, and continue to work, with
enthusiasm and dedication to make BFIS a better
place.
By September 1990, the student body had grown
to 234, and the Foundation Board began to look for
a new location and larger facilities. The school now
had a new director, Jim Swetz, a young, dynamic
man who loved all aspects of Catalan culture and
fit right into the BFIS way.

150 students

Figure 38: BFIS Early Years
What I found interesting was that absent from this school environment were the
hyper-opinionated uncompromising Midwestern Anglo American women whose selfrighteousness and uncanniness I had so negatively experienced firsthand in Mozambique,
Saudi Arabia, and Zaire. Because this was not an immediate issue at this school, I
promptly forgot about it, until my second year in Barcelona when once again Ginger
became a fulltime fourth grade teacher at the same school that I attended, and again I was
forced to interact with her both at home and at school.
Like the other international schools that I had attended, most of the students at
BFIS were also the dependents of government or international business families, most
had been international for the majority of their lives, most met the textbook definition of
being “third culture kids,” and almost all of them spoke English, Castilian, Catalan, and a
babbling assortment of other languages. Because we all shared a collective understanding
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of the difficulties of international gypsy life, most the students that I befriended were
more than happy to share their current knowledge of all three local languages as well as
the necessary local daily expressions with me, although these conversations usually
shifted to focus on the vulgar pragmatic similarities and differences that all three
languages shared. As it so happened, it was during this time period that I first became
acquainted with, and subsequently friends with Edward Rice and José Garcia Lewis, both
of whom were Americans, both of whom were older than me, and both of whom shared
similar interests in music, sports, and as was increasingly happening to all of us boys at
that age, girls. Because both Ed and José had lived in Barcelona for an extended period of
time, they both knew the city very well, and they both spoke Castilian, José fluently
because although his mother was an American, his father was a Spaniard-Catalan from
Barcelona, and as a result all three languages were spoken in his home. Thus, in the
company of these new friends, with the offhand blessing of Louis and Ginger, and with a
metro card tucked firmly in my pocket, I began to explore the city, and quickly
discovered the multitude of treasures that it held.
While all of these events were unfolding in my life, Louis was busy settling into
his own new professional environment, which under these circumstances was
considerably different than those of his earlier assignments. Foremost, was that unlike our
previous Company directed postings where Louis had typically worked out of the main
U.S. Embassy headquarter building, this time Louis had been assigned to the
substantially smaller U.S. Consulate in Barcelona, which occupied only one floor of a
building in historic downtown Barcelona, adjacent to the famous Catedral de Barcelona.
Here, Louis’ duties would be substantially different than those that he had engaged in at
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other stations, although at the time I did not know what that meant in the larger political
or clandestine scheme of things. In the short term however, it meant that because of
Louis’ Spanish Basque heritage and upbringing he would be working in collaboration
with the Spanish intelligence services, but that officially his cover was that he was an
active consular officer, which meant that he was required to fulfill multiple duties, some
of them mundane; some of them quite unpleasant.
One of them these unpleasant duties that I remember I was informed of one
morning when I entered the kitchen and was startled to discover Louis sitting at the
kitchen table looking haggard. I was surprised to see him there since the usual pattern
involved Louis being gone before the rest of the family was up and moving. As I stood in
the doorway wondering what was happening, Ginger swooped in, dug her fingernails into
the soft flesh on the bottom of my arm, and pulled me away hissing in my ear that I was
to leave Louis alone. Once out of earshot, Ginger told me that Louis had been up all night
trying to contact a family somewhere in the American Midwest by telephone because
their college age son who was visiting Barcelona, had while running to catch a train,
slipped and fallen underneath it and had suffered the loss of an arm and a leg, and that
they, his parents, would need to travel to Spain forthwith to retrieve what was left of him.
I felt awful when I heard this, and felt worse when I saw the toll that this was taking on
Louis, but I did what I was told, and gathered my necessary school things and left for
school saying nothing to him about what I thought and felt. Instead, I tried to impart
empathically to him that I understood that he needed to meet incredible obligations
requiring equally incredible long hours, and that he metaphorically, and perhaps literally,
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wore multiple hats to make these things happen, which one would mistakenly imagine
was not that difficult for someone who had received their training at Langley.
What I did not know at the time, but what I soon found out through a series of
political, social, personal and emotional events, was that despite Barcelona’s initial
wunderland like appearance as a beautiful, safe, temperate, and modern environment,
reality would soon prove this image to be a façade, yet another deceptive illusion, in what
had now become a long line of deceptive illusions. This place would not be the utopian
panacea wunderland that it seemed. Instead, this assignment would ultimately prove to be
yet another antechamber in Plato’s allegorical cave. Soon I discovered and increasingly
understand that existentialist awareness which the Spanish author Calderón de la Baca
knew and captured so well in his famous dramatological writing, that:
Qué es la vida? Un frenesí.
¿Qué es la vida? Una ilusión,
una sombra, una ficción,
y el mayor bien es pequeño.
¡Que toda la vida es sueño,
y los sueños, sueños son!

What is life? A frenzy.
What is life? An illusion,
A shadow, a fiction,
And the greatest good is small;
For all of life is a dream,
And dreams, are only dreams.

As it turned out, in actuality, Barcelona would prove to be far more dangerous
than any of the Second or Third World assignments that the Olliviers had already
survived, and this awareness would forever shape my perception of the adult world that I
was steadily transitioning into.
The first of these events that led to my Kate Chopin like “Awakening,” occurred
as the result of what had become a new passion for me and my friends, a lifestyle
sporting event in fact, that because of the stylistic freedom and personal agency that it
provided became all encompassing, so much so that we all indulged in it almost to the
exclusion of everything else. This was the discovery and incorporation of street
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skateboarding; a craze that had begun in California, but one that quickly became the joie
de vivre for my international group of friends in Barcelona. Not only did the Barcelona
topography, like that of San Francisco, lend itself readily to this sport because the
mountains that provided a backstop to the city of Barcelona forced the city’s architects to
design the roads to run downhill toward the sea, but also because Barcelona was the
home city of the Spanish-Catalan Modernist architect Antoni Gaudí, whose creations to
include the Parc Güell, and the Sagrada Familia, just to name a few of his most famous
works, were designed using ceramic tiles to imitate the smooth flowing currents of water,
which as luck would have it were perfect for skateboarding upon. Because of the
downhill design and nature of Barcelona city streets, it was easy for a pack of
skateboarding teenage boys to complete an afternoon or begin a full day of street skating
the minute we walked out the front door of the school, which coincidentally also
happened to located on a hill overlooking the city. From that starting point onward, it was
literally downhill all the way to the city’s center Plaza Cataluñya. Along the way, we
would of course hit our favorite spots, which consisted of various ramps, curbs, banks,
statues, and of course key pieces of Gaudi’s architecture, before eventually ending up in
the main plaza, which happened to be adjacent to both a Burger King and a McDonald's.
All in all, it was always an afternoon of good clean fun, well spent and
traditionally topped off with a burger and a coke. Then as the sun began to sink in the
sky, we would start splitting off appropriately in our various directions, catching and
riding our respective trains back to our own neighborhoods and homes. One evening,
after a full afternoon of skateboarding, José and I were walking through the Plaza
Cataluñya metro station heading for our train line, as was our normal habit, when we
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approached a group of gypsy kids, or gitanos as they were called, readily identifiable by
their uncanny clothing and skin tones, and as was their norm, begging for spare change.
Because this was a normal occurrence José and I thought nothing of it until we were
immediately adjacent to this group who then turned their attention toward us. They began
pestering us for our spare change and when we said nothing and continued walking they
became increasingly more insistent. In what seemed like the blink of an eye they had
surrounded us, and were getting ever more aggressive, getting louder and more
demanding. José and I had come to a halt at this point because a particularly large boy
blocked our forward progress, but when one of the gypsy kids pulled a knife out of his
pocket the situation changed immediately. Without a word uttered, José and I both went
into action, he swung his skateboard with both hands in a downward arc at the knife
wielding kid, hitting him in over the head and dropping him to the ground. I had, at the
same moment, turned and punched the other larger gypsy boy in the face, knocking him
back a few steps. In the ensuing chaos, both José and I took off running for the metro
turnstile gates, knowing that if we got through them the gypsy kids would not follow
because the metro station platforms were regularly patrolled by Spanish Policía
Nacional, or National Police. Sure enough our gambit paid off, and we escaped through
the gates before the gypsy kids knew what had happened.
Because of the circumstances, and because we were both scared and full of
adrenaline José rode all the way back to my house with me, and when we came tearing in
the front door, Louis happened to be sitting at the kitchen table, having his first or
perhaps second vodka martini as was his post-work norm. We both proceeded to tell the
story of what had just happened, the details jumbled and spilling out of us in turns. When
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we were all done and everything was said, Louis responded with a simple, “well, you’re
still late for dinner, go wash up, and I’ll call José’s dad to tell him why he is late.” José
and I looked at each other, neither of us said anything, but both of us were shocked that
this lack of reaction was the reaction; certainly it was not one that either of us had
expected. As I rode down in the elevator with José to wait while he looked for a taxi he
asked me, “Is your dad always like that?” When I said yes, he said, “Man, I’m sorry.” We
stood there quietly for a while until a taxi finally stopped in front of us, then José smiled,
punched me on the shoulder, and said, “Ok, brother I’ll see you tomorrow,” climbed into
the taxi, and waved as it pulled away from the curb and disappeared down the street.
These sort of encounters with the gypsy kids on the subway happened a few more
times, and each time either I, or the group I was with, were able to counter the threat
successfully, and usually after trading a few punches would escape relatively unharmed
other than a few lumps or some scrapes that became eventual bruises. Several of my
school and skateboarding friends began carrying knives for protection and some became
quite adept at their use, but knives always seemed more trouble than they were worth to
me. From these regular encounters with the gypsy kids, I learned how to close with these
uncanny aggressors quickly, hitting first and hitting hard as did most of my friends until
eventually either we stopped looking like targets, or the gypsy kids began to recognize us
as regular metro riders and elected to leave us alone. Either way, because of the
ambivalence with which the first encounter had been received at home I never told Louis
about the other subsequent incidents and would usual retreat into the bathroom to silently
doctor myself as need be, and in fact became quite proficient with rubbing alcohol, duct
tape, and gauze bandages; Maite had taught me well.
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Because of the freedom that the metro, and in turn the city, provided, I was now
regularly gone from the house for the majority of the day and as such the conflicts with
Ginger had shrunk to a minimum. Other than occasional squabbles about the condition of
my room or my grades at school, she seemed otherwise engaged in her own life and own
affairs which to this very day I still don’t know involved what activities. Part of my
confusion stemmed from the fact that in each country, to include Mozambique, Saudi
Arabia, Zaire, and now Spain, Ginger had insisted on hiring a maid so I knew that she
was not spending her days doing domestic chores like cleaning, cooking, or doing
laundry. In fact, in Africa and in Saudi Arabia the maids had worked silently behind the
scenes, never engaging verbally or physically with me, and so I hardly paid them any
mind. These individuals were essentially mirror images of the shadowy figures that
Conrad describes so eloquently in his novella The Heart of Darkness as being “Dark
human shapes…flitting indistinctly against the gloomy border of the forest” (Conrad,
1997, p. 160), although in my particular instance they faded into the backdrop of the
room or the house, and only occasionally would shuffle past with laundry or I would see
them cleaning, doing dishes or vacuuming, but other than that they did not exist other
than in the periphery of my life. In Spain however, the maid was far more outspoken and
would often try to speak with me on those occasions when we would pass by each other
in the hallway or in the kitchen, where I was a regular visitor since I was now fully in the
midst of puberty, and was constantly starving and regularly had my head in the
refrigerator looking for something or anything to eat. On these occasions when the maid
would try to talk to me, I would simply smile, nod, and disengage as quickly and politely
as possible because I did not speak Castilian and did not feel particularly inclined to do
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so, after all, why should I? By my reckoning we would be moving on very shortly as was
the well-established pattern. Yet, it was precisely because of these encounters with the
maid that Louis and Ginger figured out that I was not making any efforts to learn the
language, and so one morning at the end of my Eighth-grade year, as summer vacation
had just begun, Louis and Ginger sat me down at the kitchen table and said, “We are
concerned that you are not learning Castilian. So, we are going to give you an option, this
summer you can spend the summer at Berlitz Language School studying Castilian, or you
can go to a mountain climbing camp in the Pyrenees Mountains with all Spanish kids.” I
thought both options were terrible, but thinking it over and weighing my choices I said,
“Ok, Berlitz it is.” Louis and Ginger without missing a beat said, “Nope, wrong choice,
you are going to mountain climbing camp, and you leave tomorrow.” Angry, I then said,
“Then why ask me what I wanted?” The response was, “Well, we thought you would
choose the other option.” Clearly, I had not chosen the option they thought was best, and
so despite my silence and my subsequent resentful demeanor, the following day they
escorted me like a prisoner about to face a firing squad to the leaving for camp bus that
was full of kids chattering away in Castilian and Catalan. Angry about their unilateral
decision to ruin my life, and convinced that I would simply not speak all summer, the
night before I had elected to pack multiple books into my backpack, and without saying a
word of goodbye, I climbed onto the bus, refused to look at them, opened a book and
away I went.
As it so happened, this summer of total language immersion in Castilian passed
by relatively uneventfully. I taught some new friends some valuable, and perhaps more
importantly invaluable American expressions, and in turn they taught me the equivalents
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in basic Castilian and Catalan. I also took a lot of flak for being an American, and
learned what the expression “OTAN NO!” was really all about. By far the most important
event to come out of that summer however was that I developed and experienced my first
teenage romantic relationship with, as it so happened an older woman, who was a full 2
years older than I was. Despite my pouting on the bus on the first day, I had still noticed
what I thought was a beautiful girl seated at the front of the bus, one who at the time was
laughing unreservedly with her friends and who in the process flashed a beautiful smile
that immediately captured my heart. Over the course of the next few weeks, as we hiked
and climbed our way through the Pyrenees Mountains, I got to know Susana Villacampa
Guillen quite well and despite our having to talk across languages and cultures, using
both broken Castilian and
broken English, and crazy
variations of hand
gestures, and through, or
perhaps because of, a lot
of laughing, we eventually
shared some innocent
kissing and hand-holding
moments. By the time that
I returned to Barcelona at
the end of that mountain

Figure 39: Susana Villacampa

climbing camp session as Louis and Ginger had envisioned, I had indeed gotten over my
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reservations about speaking Castilian, but almost certainly not for any of the reasons that
they expected or intended.
When I returned home I thought that my work for the summer was over, yet I
soon discovered that I was once again sorely mistaken. For reasons that have never been
articulated to me, but which I can only assume were because of my low school grades
and poor academic performance, Louis and Ginger arranged for an educational evaluation
specialist named Denise Marmelstein to test me in a variety of ways in order to assess
and determine the true nature of my academic skills and weaknesses. These tests soon
revealed that which I already knew, my reading and oral language abilities were far
above my age and grade level, and that I possessed academic weaknesses in both math
and numerical reasoning. Despite this limitation, the evaluator determined that I was “an
above average student exhibiting a minimal learning disability” and that I could or would
benefit from an Individualized Educational Plan or (IEP) “geared to [my] needs and
special support providing individual attention” and specifically that these “supportive
services given to Robert should include substantial positive reinforcement and most of
all, experiences for success.”
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Figure 40: Barcelona Evaluations
What followed as a result of these tests was not the positive reinforcement that
was suggested, but instead a mandated reading list that was presented to me in the
following way. One morning as I was getting ready to leave for the beach where I was
going to meet Susana and some of the other Spanish friends that I had made at camp,
Louis and Ginger waylaid me in the kitchen. I was told that if I wanted to continue to go
to the beach over the remainder of the course of the summer, then I would have to read a
series of novels selected by Louis and Ginger, and that each Friday morning I would then
be verbally tested over the material that I had just read. If I failed the quiz, then I would
not be allowed to go the beach the following week. Despite my protestations that this was
unfair, inhumane, and unjust, the new rules had been established and the books were
subsequently presented to me.
Because there was no other option, I acquiesced and thus spent the remainder of
the summer carrying books around in my backpack, which I then read on buses, metros,
at the beach, and whenever there was time to kill. Over the remaining weeks of that
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summer I read The Iliad, The Odyssey, Elmer Gantry, The Grapes of Wrath, Brave New
World, 1984, Of Mice and Men, The Heart of Darkness and multiple other literary
classics that Louis and Ginger deemed appropriate. As they had outlined, each Friday
morning over breakfast Louis would quiz me on the readings, asking me about the
content, themes, motifs, characters, etc. and would ask me to explain or extrapolate on
the larger impact or themes that these novels represented. To be fair, although I resented
the extra work, because of my previously isolated experiences in Mozambique, Saudi
Arabia and Zaire, I already possessed a deeply ingrained love of literature so the act of
reading in itself did not negatively impact my life or world and I actually rather enjoyed
some of the novels that I read. On one occasion, I recall sitting at the kitchen table
reading Steinbeck’s novella Of Mice and Men. Totally engrossed in the novel I
completely lost track of the time and forgot that I was supposed to be leaving for the
beach. This literary induced repose was subsequently interrupted by Ginger who
happened coincidentally to enter the kitchen and found me still sitting at the breakfast
table, albeit crying. When she asked me what was wrong, I simply held up the book and
showed her the cover, which identified the author and the title. To her everlasting credit,
Ginger gently said “Oh, yeah, that’s a rough one” then handed me a Kleenex and left me
alone to get myself back under control.
Such were the conditions with which I began my ninth-grade school year, which
would prove simultaneously to be the year not only of my early Camus-like existentialist
awakening, but would also prove to be the year that my childhood belief that Barcelona
was a wunderland would be dispelled. The first event that shattered my illusion of this
seemingly utopian wunderland occurred on an otherwise uneventful Wednesday
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afternoon as I sat wistfully staring out the window of my ninth grade biology classroom.
With no preemptive warning the BFIS school director Ann Marino entered the classroom,
spoke briefly to the teacher, and then said that she needed to speak with me outside. My
classmates understandably all looked concerned as she led me out of the room and closed
the classroom door behind me. Unsure of what I might I have done, I stood there Eeyorelike waiting for whatever reprimand or punishment was sure to be shortly forthcoming.
Taking a deep breath, she began with “Your father is ok, but you need to know that there
has been a bombing at the U.S. Consulate.” I just stood there. I did not have the first
faintest idea of what I was supposed to say, nor did I have any idea remotely of what I
was supposed to feel. Confused, and stunned I just continued to look at her saying
nothing until she said, “Are you ok?” I guess I just nodded, still I said nothing. She told
me that Ginger would be picking me up at the front office of the school when the school
day was over, and that I should return to my classroom and wait for the dismissal bell to
ring. Still not knowing what I was supposed to do, again I just said “ok” and then walked
back into the classroom and sat down. The teacher looked at me, looked at the director,
and then continued with the lesson while I returned to staring out the window and waited
for the bell to ring. When it finally rang, the teacher told all the students to remain in their
seats, and told me that I should gather my books and head for the front office. I did as I
was told, and before I knew it I was in the passenger seat of the car, with Ginger driving,
heading home. Neither of us spoke, when we got back to the apartment. Unsure of what
else to do, I retreated to my bedroom and waited for whatever was coming to happen. The
date, which I will always remember, was October 14th, 1987.
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What happened next occurred in a series of kaleidoscope-like blurs. Louis called
to say that he would not be home until late because there was too much work to do.
Ginger and Brenna were in the kitchen, and I remember that the phone rang incessantly. I
remember overhearing Ginger speaking to people on the phone about what she knew,
which at that time was still very little. As it got later and darker, Ginger told me to go to
bed, and reminded me that I still had to attend school the next day. So, with little else to
do, and since there was no real point in trying to do anything else, I climbed into bed,
turned off the lights, and waited to fall asleep, which thankfully, blessedly, finally
occurred. I do not recall seeing Louis for several days. If he came home at all it had to
have been late at night, and he was up and gone by morning's first light so he had
essentially become a phantasm. It was not until that weekend that I saw him and it was on
that occasion that Louis took me with him to the bombed-out U.S. Consulate, and walked
me through the wreckage, showing me the physical and structural damage that had been
done. I had never seen anything like it, but the extent of the damage and destruction that
the bomb had caused left a permanent and lasting impression.

Figure 41: Bombing of U.S. Consulate
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By sheer coincidence no one had been killed, but Louis told me that the bomb
specialists later determined that the safety window had only been 17 seconds. Had
anyone been located elsewhere or moving throughout the office within that time frame
they would have been killed by the blast. As I followed Louis around the consulate
stepping over the debris I remember that I desperately wanted to touch him, although I
am not sure to this very day if it would have been to comfort him or myself. I refrained
from doing so thinking that it would be inappropriate, or that Louis would see it as weak,
and instead, I tried very hard to act like an adult, not realizing at the time that I was in
fact already becoming increasingly battle aware and inured to events of this sort, and had
begun to accept that this sort of event was just part of the expected price of doing
business as an American CIA company officer dependent overseas.

Figure 42: Bombing of the U.S. Consulate
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After the bombing, life
events seemed strangely to revert
back to their earlier illusion of
normalcy. The U.S. Consulate
was under renovation; I was back
at school and back to
skateboarding every day, and I
even returned to swimming
competitively only to discover that
Figure 43: Swimming

that with the onset of puberty I had

gotten stronger in the shoulders and chest and was now an even more powerful swimmer
and was winning consistently at the 200-meter butterfly, a race that most other swimmers
found to be particularly brutal and grueling. By no means was life a utopia, as I was still
frequently in trouble because my grades at school were still about the same as always,
probably because I was still leaving homework until the very last minute before rushing
to get it completed, and probably because my interests were increasingly focused on girls
and on going out on weekend nights to bars and discothèques as was the norm for
Spanish and expatriate teenagers alike. Because this was the normal standard practice in
Spain, I was allowed to participate provided I met the standard of being “back in the
house in the morning before the sun came up” which seemed reasonable enough to me,
and was certainly an easy enough standard to meet.
During the next few months life went on as usual and it was not long until I
received word, over the dinner table, as was the norm that Maite would be traveling to

	
  
167	
  

	
  
join us in Barcelona for the Christmas holidays. I remember feeling simultaneously
resentful and ambivalent about her joining us, not because I resented her sharing time
with Louis and Ginger, but because I felt very much like a battle hardened veteran who
has been informed that their duties have now been expanded to include supervising and
helping to train the FNG’s (a term I learned in Saudi Arabia from the Marines, an
acronym that stands for “F*^%ing New Guys”), to make sure that they do not do
something stupid to get themselves hurt or killed. Knowing how hardheaded and
stubborn Maite was, I knew that in spite of my extensive international experiences that
she had not shared, because I was the younger brother she would not listen to me, so I
resolved to not go out of my way to help since it would be wasted effort anyway. As it
turned out I was right, Maite was soon fighting with Louis and Ginger about being out all
night, about bringing strange men into the house when no one was around, and the
previous chaos from years before once again resumed.
This chaos would be short lived, because of a series of events that unfolded in
rapid succession. First, the U.S. Consulate was informed that ships from the from the
Seventh Fleet carrier group would be docking in Barcelona for a few weeks for repairs
and to take on supplies. This meant that several thousand U.S. sailors would be
descending on the city during the holiday season, which was sure to be fun because of the
excitement that always accompanied their arrival and because it was always an easy way
to make some money, since sailors had particular needs and wants, most did not speak
Castilian, and most would happily pay an American kid to translate to ensure that their
needs were met. Also, because it was Christmas holiday time, the city was buzzing with
seasonal events, which included the annual Christmas party at the USO (United Service
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Organization), which on this particular occasion Maite would accompany me to on the
directions of Louis and Ginger although I protested this duty assignment vehemently.
That evening progressed as I knew inevitably it would, Maite soon disappeared with
some sailors, and I was left alone feeling responsible, even though there was really
nothing I could about the events or her decisions. Thus, after deciding I had waited long
enough I elected to leave and caught a taxi home, sure that I would ultimately be blamed
for her poor decision-making. Strangely, the next morning when I went into the kitchen
for breakfast Maite was already, or perhaps still, awake, and Louis and Ginger did not say
anything to me about her previous night’s escapades so I figured they did not know and
so I was off the hook. As we sat in the kitchen eating, the phone rang, and when I
answered the caller identified herself as calling from the U.S. Consulate and trying to
reach Louis. I handed him the phone, and then watched his face quickly change
expression. I heard him say, “I’ll be there shortly” then he turned looked at Maite and I,
and said, “there has been a bombing at the USO, some sailors are hurt, we don’t know
how many killed.” A few minutes later Louis left for the Consulate and I remember
sitting frozen at the breakfast table looking at Maite and thinking we were just there and
that it could have been us. As it turned out, the facts were these; on December 26, 1987
Catalan separatists bombed the USO in Barcelona frequented by U.S. servicemen. Six
sailors were wounded, one was killed and two different Catalan separatist groups, Terra
Lliure and the Catalan Red Liberation Army, claimed responsibility for the attack. I
remember that the phone rang several times that day, and that my Spanish friends called
to apologize, and to make sure that Maite and I were both safe. Physically we were both
ok, although I now recognize in retrospect that Maite and I, as has always been our habit
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responded quite differently. She seemed entirely nonplussed, while I internalized and
mulled over my concerns. As with the consulate bombing, there was nothing more that
we could do other than try to get back to life as normal, and that is what is what we did,
whatever normal might be. Part of that normalcy involved Maite departing once again for
the US, and soon my life shifted back into its reliable pattern of perpetual uncanny
regularity.
The remainder of my
ninth-grade year was
relatively uneventful, and
it was not until that
summer that the next
major disruptive event
occurred. As was my
Figure 44: Newspaper Articles on USO Bombing

pattern, I was still
skateboarding every day

with friends, although at this point I was pushing higher and faster and trying more
elaborate big air tricks. In fact, I had become quite good and was one of the better skaters
in town, which afforded me a level of respect amongst my peers which I enjoyed
tremendously, and thus I continued to work diligently to keep improving my skill set
which worked great, right up until the afternoon that I launched off a skateboarding ramp
trying for big air, came down badly on the side of right ankle, and tore all the ligaments
and chipped the bone, requiring emergency surgery. This surgery was quite a big deal
because of the extent of the damage, and the surgeon, who had been recommended
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because he had trained at Georgetown Medical, later told me privately that he did not
really know had bad the situation was until he opened the ankle up and had to put it all
back together. Although the surgery was the result of legitimate accident, that did not
stop Ginger from being the same mean-spirited Ginger that I increasingly disliked. Two
events from this period of time remain with me to this very day; one was that I awakened
after the surgery alone in a dark hospital room, right leg in a cast, throbbing, and that I
desperately needed to go the bathroom. My left arm was hooked to an IV and not
knowing what else to do, I climbed out of the bed, holding onto the IV stand with my left
hand, and proceeded to hop on my one good left foot to the bathroom, where with
fumbling hands I was able to relieve myself. As I made my way back to the bed, groggy
from the anesthesia, I slipped and fell. With no other recourse available to me, I climbed
back up, and managed to get back into the bed, and then yelled ayuda, or help, until the
hospital night nurse responded and on my request proceeded to give me an injection of
pain killer that put me back to sleep for the remainder of the night. The second event
occurred that next afternoon, when Ginger came by the hospital room to check on me and
proceeded to tell me how my accident had “ruined” everyone’s summer vacations,
seeming to forget that I too had plans to attend camp with my Spanish friends that I
would also have to forgo, but more importantly as far as she was concerned because of
me, she “would have to cancel her summer trip to Switzerland.”
Because of the surgery I spent the next six weeks with my right leg in a cast and
on crutches. No one travelled that summer. Finally, towards the beginning my tenthgrade year, the cast came off and life was able to return somewhat to normal, which
meant that I went right back to skateboarding as soon as I was given the green light from
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the doctor. Apparently, skateboarding and a new surgically constructed right ankle did
not go well together, and I soon injured the ankle again, requiring another cast for another
six-week period. Ginger decided that skateboarding needed to go, took away the
skateboard, and when the second cast came off, refused to return the skateboard to me.
By this point because her constant nastiness I was beyond listening to anything that
Ginger had to say, and so I subsequently bought myself a new skateboard, which I hid in
the parking garage beneath our building and, from that moment forward, made it a point
to exit through the garage every day, stopping only to collect the skateboard, before then
heading out. Because I loved it so much, I continued to skateboard, though not nearly as
well as I had before, often times suffering with a swollen right ankle that needed to be
iced each night, which I would then do secretly in my room. My friends even became
complicit in my skateboarding crimes, serving as watch guards whenever we were
skating anywhere close to where Louis or Ginger might see, and lying repeatedly to
Ginger whenever she might ask what we had been up to that day. We used to joke
privately that for all the sneaking around that we were doing we should at least be doing
something bad, since we existed under constant panoptic surveillance like we were
prisoners on the run from the law. The truth was, we were just boys enjoying what were
the last throes of a simplistic and untroubled freedom encapsulated in a agency
encouraging sport that we all loved and that none of us could imagine giving up, even
though the awareness of impending adulthood, vis-à-vis “A certain light was beginning to
dawn dimly within [us] —the light which, showing the way, forbids it” (Chopin, 2016, p.
22).
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Sadly, that untroubled boyish adolescent period of time would soon come to an
end for all of us as our attentions began to increasingly shift away from skateboarding
and from one another and more toward members of the opposite gender, who
increasingly were becoming more important facets of our lives. This next facet of my life
unfortunately would cause a rift in my relationship with Louis and Ginger that would
never heal, and that would set the tone for future relationship difficulties that have
plagued me throughout my adult life. The situation happened during my tenth grade year
at BFIS, when at 15 years of age, I met a
new classmate from Sweden named
Grundgetta Johnson. At the time
Grundgetta was 18, years old, and far more
experienced than I in matters both
emotional and physical. Not knowing any
better, because Louis and Ginger had never
talked to me about relationships, or sex, or
any events of this sort, and because I was in

Figure 45: Grundgetta Johnson

the middle of the throes of puberty, I was more than happy to follow Grundgetta’s lead,
both literally and metaphorically, and shortly thereafter followed her right into my first
sexual experience, which soon turned nightmarish when she informed me one night over
the telephone that she was pregnant. This was the very first sexual experience I had ever
had, and because there was no other recourse, and because I had no idea what to do, and
because it was the best and only option, I immediately informed Louis and Ginger and
my life subsequently came apart at the seams.
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Louis as was his norm immediately shifted into work mode, sighed and said,
“Well, I suppose it’s the screwing you get for the screwing you got.” He said nothing
more to me about what he thought or what he intended to do, and simply directed me to
get out of his sight. Ginger as was her norm, immediately shifted into her standard mode,
and took the opportunity to hiss at me something that I have never forgotten and never
forgiven. At a time that I needed more help than ever before, it was made painfully clear
to me that I was on my own. While Louis sat alone in the living room thinking about
what the best options for remediation might be, Ginger took the opportunity to physically
pull me into the kitchen, and then proceeded to yell at me, demanding to know what I had
been thinking, and punctuated her final completed tirade with “how could you do this to
us?” I said nothing, what was there to say? With nothing left to do or say I simply
retreated to my bedroom, sat on the edge of the bed, and waited for them come in and kill
me. Eventually, Ginger threw open the door, and told me to go to bed since I still had to
attend school the next day, and that from this point on, because she taught at the school, I
would be riding to and from the school with her, every day until such time that they
decided it was no longer necessary. I knew better than to argue; I simply said ok, and that
was what happened.
From the next morning on and for several subsequent months, I rode in awful
strained unpleasant silence to and from BFIS with Ginger. Of course, the time at school
was no escape either since Ginger worked there and made it a point to not only check on
me multiple times during the day, but also elected to discuss the situation with the school
administration, who then discussed the matter with all my teachers, who then reported on
every event that they saw or imagined as well as every piece of gossip that they
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intercepted. My days became a hyper-surveilled hell and my afternoons and nights were
even worse. After riding home with Ginger, I would then sit in isolated silence in my
bedroom, until Louis got home from work. Then we would all share a painfully awkward
dinner, that I would endure silently, and when dinner was over I would once again return
to my room for the rest of the evening, only to repeat these same hellish Sisyphean events
the next day, and the next, and the next.
These events continued for months until one afternoon Ginger told me that Louis
and Grundgetta’s stepfather had “reached an understanding.” Ginger told me that
Grundgetta’s stepfather had met Louis at the U.S. Consulate and that a heated
conversation had occurred. Grundgetta’s stepfather had tried to tell Louis that the
Olliviers would pay to support Grundgetta and the child. Ginger told me that Louis had
responded by stating unequivocally that this would not be the case because Grundgetta
was 18 and I was 15 when this encounter happened and that this was statutory rape and
against the law in our country. Also, there was no evidence that I was the father, and that,
because there was evidence that Grundgetta had been intimately involved with several
other men, information that Louis had procured from somewhere, the Olliviers would not
be accepting responsibility for this situation. Ginger then told me that at the end of the
school year we would be leaving Barcelona, and that I was not to share this information
with anyone. I said that I understood, meaning that I now understood that life as I knew it
for the rest of the year would be something that would have to be endured. What I did
not know then, and could not have imagined, was that this Barcelona wunderland was not
quite finished with me yet, but I would certainly find this out soon enough.
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While these events with Grundgetta and her family had been going on, and
because I was restricted to the house, my grades had all improved, that is except for math,
which continued to plague me, and which by now I had a very real and visceral fear of. In
an attempt to help me pull these grades up, Louis and Ginger had allowed me to begin
working with a BFIS math tutor, a 26-year-old married British woman who worked part
time at the school, and who was exceptionally kind to me despite the publicly known
drama that swirled around me. Violet Gordon-Woodhouse worked diligently with me to
improve my hopeless math skills, and more importantly became a good friend and
confidant during a time when there truly were no other soft places to turn. Over the last
few months in Barcelona, under the guise of tutoring sessions, Violet and I grew
increasingly close and would occasionally meet for coffee or a beer off campus or on one
occasion met to share pizza with a number of other BFIS students at a downtown
Barcelona eatery called The Chicago Pizza Pie Factory. During and after these outings
we would often sit and talk and because she had a car Violet would often give me a ride
home when these outings were over. Because of this time spent together our relationship
continued to grow, albeit platonically or so I innocently, and perhaps foolishly, believed.
Thus, as the date for our departure from Barcelona steadily approached, and as the
Grundgetta situation steadily receded and the pressures from earlier that year also began
to recede, I began to feel a slight tickling resurgence of hope that my life might someday
return to a modicum of normalcy, but alas it was simply not to be. Over the last few
weeks in Barcelona, we moved out of our attic apartment, and once again moved into
what I called the Victoria Falls suites hotel, the very same hotel that we had occupied
when we had arrived in Barcelona three years previously, but of course I was nowhere

	
  
176	
  

	
  
near being the same person that I had been when we first arrived, and in fact felt very
much like I had become some odd
distorted mirror image of myself,
essentially, I had become my own
doppelgänger. Of course, I did not share
any of this insight or emotional turmoil
with anyone, especially since everyone
was again busy with their respectively
assigned moving duties. Aside from
making time to say my goodbyes to my
Spanish friends, and to my
skateboarding buddies, life once again
Figure 46: Departure from Barcelona

had become all about preparing to load

up and ship out, although this time our orders from the Company dictated that our
destination would be a return to the home country, or home office, which by now was
more unfamiliar to me than any of the other foreign stations that we had ever been
assigned to occupy.
So as the Conrad-esque mists that always obscured and accompanied our travel
began to once again swirl around us, it was both fitting and appropriate that my life
would take another interesting turn. The last afternoon that I would spend in Barcelona
was spent at the Victoria Falls hotel pool with Violet who stopped by to deliver a going
away present, and who coincidentally happened to be present when Louis and Ginger
announced that they had plans to go out of dinner with some friends and that they wanted
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me to remain at the hotel to babysit Brenna. Of course, I agreed, what else was I to do,
but shortly after they left the hotel that night, there was a surprise knock at the hotel room
door, and when I opened it there stood Violet. Of course, I invited her inside, and over
the development of that last evening in Barcelona, we got to know each other intimately
before she then said goodnight and kissed me goodbye.
The next morning as we loaded suitcases into the taxi that was going to take us all
to the airport, Louis pulled me roughly aside and said, “Violet left a note for you at the
front desk. I don’t want to know what it was supposed to mean, but I am absolutely sure
that you should not say anything to your mother.” Louis never gave me the note, and to
this day I have no idea what it said. At the time, I did not think it wise push the issue and
I remember the ride to the airport passing in interminable silence. As we had done so
many times previously we quickly cleared security and arrived at the departure gate and
boarded the plane that would carry us on new strange transatlantic currents back to a
home that I did not know and quite frankly was not at all eager to see. As I sat in the
window seat looking out at the skyline of city that I knew and loved I felt and heard the
engines assume their all too familiar rumble. As we accelerated, hurtling down the
runway, I kept my eyes on the city skyline, and felt the ship lift off, felt it bank, and as it
slowly turned away from the city, my city, my wunderland, now surging upward, riding
the swell of these new air currents, I thought of Violet, I thought of Susana, I thought of
my home, and my friends, and as the combination skyline and shoreline steadily
submerged beneath a layer of clouds, the lines from Lewis Carroll’s poem “All in the
Golden Afternoon” resounded in my mind:
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Thus grew the tale of
Wonderland:
Thus slowly, one by one,
Its quaint events were hammered out—
And now the tale is done,
And home we steer, a merry crew,
Beneath the setting sun
and doubting that I would ever see this city or any of these people ever again I softly
began to cry.
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STATION 7
THE COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA II
(July 1989 - August 1991)
Park the car at the side of the road
You should know
Time's tide will smother you
And I will too
When you laugh about people who feel so
Very lonely
Their only desire is to die
Well, I'm afraid
It doesn't make me smile
I wish I could laugh
But that joke isn't funny anymore
It's too close to home
And it's too near the bone
It's too close to home
And it's too near the bone
More than you'll ever know…
(The Smiths, That Joke Isn’t Funny Anymore, 1985)
In August of 1989, I once again found myself in the weighty shadow of the
mighty serpentine Potomac River, although instead of the boy that I had previously been,
now I was a battle hardened, synchronous amalgamation of Conrad’s Marlow and John le
Carré's character Leamas. Like these characters, I too had “come in from cold,” only to
discover that I now suffered from a constant and overwhelming feeling of Weltschmerz, a
feeling of melancholy and world-weariness. Now, back in the Northern Virginia –
Washington DC metropolitan area, this feeling was manifested by a perpetual awareness
that I resented:
“the site of people hurrying through the streets to filch a little money from
each other, to devour their infamous cookery, to gulp their unwholesome
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beer, to dream their insignificant and silly dreams. They trespassed upon
my thoughts. They were intruders whose knowledge of life was to me an
irritating presence, because I felt sure they could not possibly know the
things I knew.
(Conrad, 1997, p. 171).
Making matters even worse was that, “I had no particular desire to enlighten
them, [and] had some difficulty in restraining myself from laughing in their faces, so full
of stupid importance (Conrad, 1997, p. 172).
Of course, I made no effort or attempt to share these thoughts or feelings with
Louis or Ginger because I knew that there was no point, and because our relationship was
already tenuous at best, never having recovered any of its previous synergy after the
Grundgetta debacle, and because I believed that they could not possibly empathize with
my feelings since they both had spent their respective childhoods and adolescent years
anchored in one place, surrounded by one culture. To be honest, I was also resentful of
the fact that they had been allowed to enjoy normal American childhoods and had
intentionally, purposefully, and selfishly deprived me of that same opportunity. These
feelings combined with their seeming lack of concern or awareness for my feelings, were
further substantiated by the fact that the family did not move directly back to Washington
D.C. and settle into what for me would be yet another new environment. Instead, in my
perspective, the majority of the summer was spent wasting time, traveling, and visiting
with Louis’ family in California, with no thought whatsoever given to what I might need
socially, emotionally, or psychologically as I prepared to begin my junior year of high
school in yet another new and uncanny culture, at another new school, where by stint of
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academic year, friendships, camaraderie and social structures had already been solidified,
once again I would be the odd man out.
Thus, as I mentioned previously, it was not until early August when Louis needed
to get back to Langley for work, and when two-a-day football practices began, that just us
boys returned to Northern Virginia while Ginger and Brenna spent the remainder of their
vacation time in Indiana visiting with Ginger’s family. The reason that I mention these
two-a-day football practices, which were exactly as they are identified, a practice in the
morning, stopping only for lunch and a short break, and then more practice in the
afternoon, stopping finally at around 4 pm, is because on multiple occasions over the
years, and through many conversations Louis had made it abundantly clear that his high
school football experiences had been a significant and enjoyable part of his overall high
school experience. In fact, Louis had so often glorified the Friday night gridiron battles in
multiple conversations, that I, as the only son, felt obliged to follow in his footsteps and
go out for the high school team even though I knew next to nothing about the sport,
having never played it, and having only seen it occasionally on rare instances on TV.
As was also the norm, the house that we were meant to live in was not ready to be
occupied, and so, as was by now part of the well-accustomed pattern, Louis and I
established a base camp in the Dulles Airport Holiday Inn hotel, from where Louis and I
then commuted daily to our respective duty stations. Each morning, Louis would drive
me out a long winding two lane country road to my new high school, named Broad Run
(BRHS), that I had been informed I would shortly be attending in the fall of my
forthcoming junior year. Lest anyone be confused, the term “run” as it is used in Virginia,
corresponded geographically to the famous Civil War Battle of Bull Run, also known as
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the Battle of Manassas, which was one of the largest and bloodiest battles of the Civil
War, whose battlefield happened to be located right down the road from my new high
school, which semiotically did not bode well as far as I was concerned. Furthermore, the
word “run,” as it is used in this context, and which hails etymologically from the Old
English noun ryne means “a flowing, a course, a watercourse” or in most local instances
a small stream, although in this particular instance, the word “run” attached to my new
high school’s name, served only to elicit from me, albeit silently, punny, metaphorical,
and semiotic options, none of which helped alleviate the constant pressing awareness of
how far away from my home in Barcelona I really was.
In any case, Broad Run High School, home of the Spartans, another ironic cultural
semiotic and metaphorical representation not wasted on me thanks to Louis and Ginger’s
previous demand that I spend an entire Barcelona summer reading, was located in
Ashburn Virginia, which at that time was comprised predominately of empty green
rolling rural farmland, spotted with Rockwellian farms, actual farm animals, pickup
trucks, and people who looked like they had just stepped out of Grant Wood’s famous
portrait American Gothic. Essentially, this environment was the complete antithesis of
Barcelona’s city environment that I was so accustomed to.
Each morning, Louis would drop me off in front of the school gymnasium and I
would learn as I went how to play and survive this game called American football. It is
important that one recognize that unlike other American kids who first begin playing peewee or pop warner football at the tender age of 5, I had never played organized American
football, had never worn the equipment, and even had to surreptitiously watch other
players put their equipment together to know what I had to do before donning the armor
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that was supposed to protect me. My ignorance of the game was so extensive that I did
not even know the names of the positions or the duties that went along with them.
Effectively, I walked on to the team with zero experience and subsequently spent all day
long, each day, taking a verbal and physical beating from kids who had been playing this
game all of their lives. To make matters worse, American football as everyone knows, is
a game that favors those who are physically gifted with size and brute strength, and
although I was extremely fit because of being a year-round competitive swimmer,
swimming had encouraged the development of long sinewy muscle instead of the better
suited thick, dense muscle needed by football players. So, at only 5’8 and 156 pounds I
was the second lightest player on the entire team. Fortunately, however, I have always
been physically nimble and within the first week had established myself as the fastest
sprinter on the team with a recorded 4.6 second 40-yard dash, which only meant that I
was then relegated to the wide receiver corps, which in turn allowed me to often avoid or
outrun the worst of hits, which is not to say that I escaped practices unscathed. Most
days, I fumbled my way through learning how to run pass patterns, and survived only by
sheer stint of speed, natural athleticism, and a high pain tolerance, which allowed me to
persevere despite the fact that I did know how to use my body as a projectile weapon and
was regularly on the receiving side of the hits doled out by older stronger boys, including
one particularly vicious hit which left a substantial scar underneath my chin from where I
caught the top of a helmet during one on one tackling drills.
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Figure 47: BRHS Football

Ironically, although I was irritated that we not yet living in our house, and were
instead once again living out of hotel, the fact that we lived in a hotel during this two-aday practice time period worked out to my benefit because the Holiday Inn had a Jacuzzi
whirlpool hot tub, which as it turned out would prove to be my saving grace. Every
evening I would limp in the door of the hotel, drop my football gear in the room, grab a
bathing suit, and then limp down the hallway to the pool area where I would then,
wincingly, climb into the hot tub and would remain there until Louis would come get me
and tell me it was time for dinner. After dinner, I would nurse my fresh scrapes and
bruises, and then gingerly climb into bed where I would then sleep restlessly all night,
before getting up extra early in the morning, to ensure that I had more necessary hot tub
time to loosen what were now tight and aching muscles, before then having breakfast and
going back out to repeat the previous days beatings all over again.
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As I suffered through these late August 100 plus degree Fahrenheit two-a day
practice sessions, I realized that like Camus’ existentialist protagonist Meursault from the
novella The Stranger, I despised the feeling of the “heat … pressing down on me and
making it hard for me to go on. And every time I felt a blast of its hot breath strike my
face, I gritted my teeth, clenched my fists in my trouser pockets, and strained every nerve
in order to overcome the sun and the thick drunkenness it was spilling over me” (Camus,
2006, p. 20), and to make matters worse I cared not at all about the inane conversations
and ridiculous chest thumping posturing and braggadocio behavior that went along with
these practices. I realized a bit sadly that not only did I have nothing in common with
these boys, but that “their bearing, which was simply the bearing of commonplace
individuals going about their business in the assurance of perfect safety, was offensive to
me like the outrageous flauntings of folly in the face of danger it is unable to
comprehend” (Conrad, 1997, p. 171). But because I thought this experience was
important to Louis, I stayed with it even though I had already decided that this was not a
game or sport that meant anything significant to me.
It was in the midst of these
goings on, that Ginger and Brenna
returned from their vacation and we all
subsequently moved into our new house
smack dab in the same stereotypical
Stepford Wives-esque cookie-cutter
suburb named Sugarland Run that

Figure 48: Crescent Ct. Home

we had lived in previously. Of
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course, the house needed extensive remodeling which meant that my initial weekends in
it were spent pulling down old wallpaper, and helping to repaint even though there were a
multitude of other items that I could and should have been engaging in that would have
helped the cultural settling in process immensely. Soon enough though the house met
with Ginger’s approval, and the school year started, which meant that I was now
relegated to riding the big yellow school bus with the other losers, since I did not yet have
a driver’s license, which was another direct result of having been raised overseas. As
most American’s know, turning 16 typically heralds the receipt of one’s driver’s license,
a marker and semiotic signifier of freedom and independence that the majority of
American kids enjoy and take for granted as part of their traditional and cultural due.
Because we had been overseas, I had not had this opportunity, and although I knew how
to drive, I was still required to take the driver’s education class and the behind the wheel
class during my junior year, which embarrassed me, because I was older than other kids
in the class, and because my social options were limited at precisely the time when these
things are perhaps most developmentally important.
During this same time period, I
was trying to navigate and adjust to life in
a conventional double AA sized American
high school, one that came complete with
all the bells and whistles that went along
with that moniker, and which I had never
before experienced. Because of its size,
BRHS also came complete with all

Figure 49: BRHS 11th Grade, 1990
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the standard social nuances, to include the squabbling, in-fighting, and cliques that
always exist within a high school’s hallowed halls, but which I had not experienced
before because of the incredibly small size of my previous schools. BRHS was no
exception to the normal high school social hierarchy rules, and was in fact probably
worse than most because 95 percent of the students that attended Broad Run came from
deeply rooted traditional, middle-class, Anglo, Southern families who had little to no
contact with anyone, or anything, considered “other” in the Saidian sense, and who had
next to nothing in common with people like myself who had been raised and educated
overseas in the kind of environments that I had experienced. Although there were a few
students that had been educated on military bases overseas that claimed that they
possessed an understanding of my background, I was internally dismissive of their claims
of having “roughed it” since I knew firsthand from having visited multiple military bases
overseas that they were in fact microcosmic American environments, complete with
movie theaters, bowling alleys, American foods, and American TV. In my opinion, these
kids had not roughed it at all, and therefore had no idea what I was talking about or what
I had been through. In spite of all of this, I still made a few friends, although they tended
to be kids that were on the periphery of the so-called cool groups. I intentionally avoided
becoming friends with the football player-cheerleader group even though I was a member
of the team, because I found them to be shallow and tedious, but mostly because I knew
that in a very short while I would be moving on again, and I simply had neither the desire
nor the energy to try to make new friends, especially from this group of people that I had
no respect for.
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For as understandably limited in scope and sequence as the students at BRHS
were, the teachers were even worse. Mirroring the students that they taught, perhaps
because they hailed from the same demographic, these teachers too were predominately
traditional, middle-class, Anglo, Southern, and female. Other than my Spanish teacher,
Señora B who had travelled Spain extensively and possessed a personal firsthand
understanding of Barcelona and what I had left behind, the others seemed to have no
concept of the city, culture, or people that I described or the lifestyle that I had
experienced while living there. To my horror, I quickly realized that apart from the new
Southern Virginia flavor, I had landed in a nest of Ginger-esque doppelgängers who
could not have been any more narrow minded or uncanny in appearance, temperament,
and background to me and my experiences than if they had tried to be. To make matters
worse, because they did not know me, did not know my background, and because I chose
not to engage or argue as is the norm for most teenagers, these teachers often times
mistakenly assumed that I too hailed from the same demographic category as the other
BRHS students, and I, because I wanted nothing more than to be invisible and left alone,
let them think whatever they wished so long as it afforded me a small modicum of peace.
As a result, most school days passed in relative silence, other than being called on
directly to answer a question in class, I did my best to blend in with the environment
because my doubts about the nature of the people and environment I was in had taken on
a nihilistic turn.
This desire to be left alone at school stemmed in large part from what was an
increasingly volatile home situation. Now that we were back in the United States, Louis
was back at work at Langley full time, and had duties and responsibilities that I knew
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nothing about, which were neither discussed nor shared with the rest of the family, and as
a result he was often gone from early morning until dinnertime, which in the Ollivier
household occurred around 7 pm in the evening. As a result, I was frequently the first
person to interact with Ginger, whom to my knowledge had been home alone all day
since she was not working. When I returned home from school, she would almost
immediately try to goad me into verbal confrontations through incessant nitpicking and
verbally poking at any and all infractions that occurred or that she might have become
aware of during the day, which meant that walking in the front door was like walking into
the Roman coliseum knowing that battle was inevitably forthcoming but not knowing
from what angle or in what shape it would come. Ginger’s habit included but was not
limited to her making comments about my style of dress, about my lack of engagement in
social events, about the status of my room, and about why I was or was not making a
more concerted effort to go out on dates, who I went out on dates with, how they were
dressed, etc.
When these verbal jabs would occur, which as I have intimated occurred on a
daily basis, I would try to placate her as was my norm, saying whatever she wanted to
hear just so that she would leave me alone because I had already observed and
experienced firsthand what had happened to Maite when she had responded to Ginger’s
pokes with her own verbal outbursts, that had then increased the level of conflict and had
eventually led to violence. I suspect that the more I withdrew, the more Ginger felt
inclined to poke and as a result these verbal and emotional jabs became everyday
occurrences and became increasingly spiteful until they became an unhealthy cycle that
continued until I finally had enough and the verbal confrontations she sought began. On

	
  
190	
  

	
  
one occasion, I returned home from school and found my diary sitting out on the kitchen
table. Ginger then proceeded to admonish me about the personal observations I had
recorded inside its pages about a girl at school who I thought was interested in me
sexually. I listened to Ginger’s tirade about how I had objectified this girl and that it
wasn’t right for me to do so even if it was inside the pages of my own diary. As she
ranted, I resolved internally then and there to never write anything valuable or personal
down ever again, I learned that lesson the very first time my privacy was violated.
On another occasion, I arrived home having bummed a ride from a girl I was a
platonic friend with at school and as soon as I entered the house Ginger began lecturing
me on the importance of fidelity and monogamy. When I asked what on earth she was
talking about she replied “Not only are you getting rides home from school with girls, but
I know that you are talking to multiple girls on the phone at night, and that isn’t right.
Especially since you have never acknowledged the aftermath of the Grundgetta issue.” I
replied somewhat snidely, that to my knowledge there was no aftermath that I was aware
of, and that talking was certainly not the same thing as doing. Ginger then said, “Well,
according to the old notes and letters you have in your room, you have done more than
talk with some of your old girlfriends.” It immediately became clear to me that not only
had Ginger read my diary and reprimanded me for it, but she had also clearly and
brazenly read through my old letters and notes, and now had the nerve to verbally throw
that in my face. With the conversation now ended, I stormed up the stairs to my room,
collected my shoebox of keepsakes, which included an assortment of items collected over
the years spent abroad, primarily postcards, photographs, and napkins with writing on
them etc. and then walked back down the stairs, through the kitchen and out into the back
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yard with all the items in hand. As Ginger watched me quizzically through the backkitchen window, I placed all the items inside the basin of the charcoal grill, dumped
lighter fluid over all of these respective memory signifiers, and tossed in a match. As they
exploded into flame, Ginger came running out the backdoor and demanded to know what
I was doing. I responded by saying, “you have ruined these items for me, so they might as
well no longer exist.” Mouth agape she said, “Why would you do that. You will regret
doing that someday,” to which I replied, “Because you’re a bitch! And no, I won’t regret
it, you did this” and then leaving it all still burning, I turned and went inside the house
and up to my room and closed the door and waited for Louis to get home and for the real
punishment to begin.
Dinner that night was a terse silent affair; as the meal was ending Louis looked
directly at me and said “I understand you were disrespectful to your mother today,” I did
not prevaricate at all, I just said, “Yes, I was.” He then said, “Don’t ever let it happen
again” and then he gave me the look that he used when he was in full anger mode. I knew
that look; it was a look that conveyed power and the threat of immediate violence. I had
seen that look before, it was typically present when Louis had gotten confrontational with
other men, including on one particularly memorable occasion when he had physically
pulled a taxi driver out of his own taxi and thrown him to the ground during a Christmas
holiday while the family had been vacationing in Cairo, Egypt. The look was clear and it
said “I will use violence” and he and I both knew it. Strategically, I knew I was
physically outmatched, and that this was not the time or the place to challenge him. In his
prime, Louis stood about 5’11 inches tall and weighed close to 220 lbs. At the time of
this event, I was still a boy physically and was but 5’8 and 158 lbs. and I knew that I
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could not match up punch for punch and blow for blow, and so without making any
excuses or trying to provide any background explanation for my behavior, but resenting
the reason, I acquiesced to his demand. I knew instinctively that this verbal engagement
meant that battle lines had officially been drawn and that he and I were now no longer of
the same camp and that from that point forward Louis and Ginger were of one camp, and
I was of another, and I resented her all the more for her Cathy Ames East of Eden
machinations.
With little alternative but to push on, I continued going to school, continued
playing football, and then spring soccer, and
even began swimming competitively once
again for a local swim team, which
understandably made for some very long
days, but it simultaneously allowed me to be
out of the house for prolonged periods of
time. Now that I was wise to the reality of

Figure 50: Swimming Awards

the panoptic and treacherous power structure
within the family, and because I knew that Louis would back Ginger’s play despite what
the truth really was, I made the distinct and determined choice to exclude the both of
them from my life almost entirely. I stopped speaking to either of them except for on
those occasions when I was addressed directly. I did not discuss or disclose any personal
information, nor did I share information about football games, or swim meets, or any
other athletic or scholastic events that I thought they did not need to know about. I simply
did not want them to be present because their unhappy presence meant that I then had to
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focus on their issues and criticisms instead of being able to focus on the competition or
enjoying the event.
To make matters even worse, as if that were possible, Ginger had begun
complaining, of course when Louis was not around, about the family’s current financial
situation, which was understandably tighter now that were back in the United States and
were not being provided with the financial perks and allowances that the Company
provided to families when they are overseas. This perpetual complaining about money
from Ginger effectively generated a constant whispering malevolent presence inside the
home of “There must be more money! There must be more money” (Lawrence, 1926, p.
15) mirroring that phantastic aura that is described so brilliantly in D. H. Lawrence’s
short story The Rocking-Horse Winner. Ginger’s incessant complaints about money made
an significant impression upon me, and although I was bitterly angry at both Louis and
Ginger, like the young male protagonist of Lawrence’s story, I too endeavored to do my
part to help keep costs down, which included intentionally forgoing certain social and
school events, like paying for and eating lunch, and when need be, selecting and
purchasing the cheapest items I could such as white soccer cleats when the spring season
began, which were of course not the correct cool version, nor were they the correct color
that the other players on the BRHS team wore, which of course provided my teammates
with the opportunity to ostracize me for the entirety of the spring soccer season.
Accompanying Ginger’s complaints about money, were her incessant complaints
about the cost and quantity of food consumed in the house. Ginger had unsuccessfully
battled her own weight issues for years, and now that we were back in the United States,
her weight had subsequently ballooned and so she made the determination and sweeping
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statement that we all would have to eat better and healthier, which meant that I typically
left the dinner table still hungry. On those occasions when I would eat my fill, she would
regularly comment about how much I was eating when I was home, never once
acknowledging the fact that I was a still growing teenage boy, and that I was an almost
year-round three-sport athlete. I recall several occasions when Ginger yelled down from
her upstairs bedroom that I needed to get out of the refrigerator and that I must “stop
chugging the orange juice.”
One event that perfectly exemplifies this time period occurred one evening when I
returned home from back to back football-swimming practices to find that dinner was
going to be steamed fish and vegetables. I ate what was available and when I discovered
that there was no more food, excused myself and went back upstairs. After about 30
minutes, I was again ravenously hungry, and since there was nothing substantial in the
refrigerator, I called and ordered a large cheese pizza from Domino’s. When it arrived,
Ginger met me at the front door clearly furious and demanded to know why I ordered a
pizza after she had “worked so hard to provide a good dinner.” I explained that I was still
hungry, and when she said, “you can’t be that hungry” I proceeded to fold the pizza in
half, and eat the entire thing and then consumed half a gallon of milk as she sat and
watched. When I was done, she said, “That was disgusting” and then stormed up the
stairs and slammed her bedroom door. Throughout the entirety of this event, Louis as
was his nightly norm, reclined on the living room sofa with his eyes closed and said
nothing.
This was the status quo with which I concluded my junior year of high school. My
grades remained about the same as always, steadfastly in the middle B range, which I
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discovered was easily accomplished with very little effort on my part except of course for
math, which remained a constant and dreadfully incomprehensible burden. Overall this
first year’s transition back into American culture had by no means been easy and I
realized that this uncanny, unhomely repatriation experience was further exacerbated by
the incessant verbal poking and psychological jabs that Ginger seemed to delight in.
Because of this, and because of the Ollivier family rule that the TV not be turned on for
any reason except for those exceptions previously identified, I spent the majority of the
time when I was in the house alone in my room reading, having discovered the value of
plundering the BRHS library, which I did consistently.
The scope and breadth of my reading had now expanded to include the collective
works of the Beatnik generation, which psychologically and intellectually allowed me the
freedom to be On The Road with Kerouac, and to Howl out my agony right alongside
Ginsberg. I also travelled through time and space with Clavell, introspectively with Ayn
Rand and Milan Kundera, spiritually with C.S. Lewis and of course laughed uproariously
at the absurd surrealism of Kafka, whose situational predicaments I could not seem to get
enough of, particularly under the current circumstances.
One evening I returned home after my respective athletic practices with James
Clavell’s novel Shōgun in my bag and after dinner retreated to my bedroom and began
reading. Thoroughly engrossed in the text I did not look up until Ginger burst into my
room unexpectedly and asked why I was not yet up and dressed for swim practice. I must
have looked owlishly dazed and confused because Ginger then said, “Its 5 am, have you
been up reading all night?” Looking past her at the clock on the desk I realized that I had
indeed been reading all night long, and that there were only a few pages left to read to
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have effectively consumed this 1152-page novel in the course of one evening. In a
surprising gesture of kindness and compassion, Ginger said, “because you have been
reading all night you can skip school today if you need to” which I thanked her for, but
declined accepting, since I knew that remaining home was worse than suffering through a
long day of school and practice with no sleep.
As with all things, the end of this first year, thankfully, finally, loomed on the
horizon and as spring slowly transitioned into summer, by sheer coincidence, or because
of the intrinsic power of nature, or because we happened to share a double date, I met the
girl that would subsequently become my
girlfriend from the end of my junior year
through the end of my senior year, an amazing
young woman named Corinne Denise Hollon.
Corinne attended the local rival high school
Park View, home of the Patriots, was the oldest
Figure 51: Corinne Denise
Hollon

child of a United States Marine war hero, and
was athletic, brilliant and beautiful.

She played varsity soccer, was a cheerleader, and graduated as her high school’s
valedictorian before going on to study at the University of Virginia. What she saw in me,
to this day I have no idea, but nevertheless it was the first healthy relationship I had ever
enjoyed and to this day I remain grateful for the kindness, compassion and young love
that we shared. Through the time and experiences shared with Corinne, I was also able to
learn about and enjoy those otherwise traditional American high school events such as
Homecoming dances, Prom, ditching school to drive to local amusement parks and
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American style dating practices that were until that point complete and utter mysteries to
me.

Figure 52: Sitting on Mulva circa 1990
When BRHS junior year classes finally ended and summer blessedly arrived, I
was able to relax and chose to spend the majority of my time away from the house at the
local pool, where because of my swimming prowess I was afforded a decent amount of
respect from both my fellow swim team members and from the local parents who often
would ask me to help their children perfect their various swimming strokes. Of course, I
did not mind, and in essence I became a de facto swim coach and proceeded to while
away the majority of my summer in this manner sitting in the sun with a variety of books
in constant proximity. Of course, nothing is ever easy and Ginger took the opportunity of
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my having free time to invent all sorts of household and yard chores that all of a sudden
magically had to be done immediately. The situation in the house was growing
increasingly toxic and because I had learned my lesson from my previous encounters
with Ginger and Louis, I kept my mouth shut during her frequent tirades although it grew
increasingly difficult to do so.
Often times I resorted to using auto-infliction of pain while Ginger ranted in order
to maintain my focus and my silence. This usually involved me pinching the inside of my
arm, or biting the inside of mouth until it bled to keep myself from responding. On one of
her particularly long ranting occasions that I was forced to sit and listen to, I dug the car
key that I was holding into my inner thigh to keep from losing my temper and responding
in a way that would only incite further recriminations and repercussions from her de facto
protector Louis. When Ginger failed to get the reaction that she wanted she stormed out
of the living room, and as she climbed the stairs turned and hurled one last insult saying,
“sometimes your father and I wish we had never adopted you kids.” I remember climbing
slowly to my feet and feeling blood run down the inside of my pant leg from the hole that
I had dug into my own flesh while all of this had been going on, but still I refused to be
baited, though I knew that the situation was quickly becoming untenable.
About this same time, Maite who had been away at airline stewardess school in
Chico, California, and who decided after a year of training that it was not the career she
really wanted, returned to Virginia and began to re-engage with the family. This reinvolvement with the family included Maite introducing her new boyfriend, an enormous
African-American man named Jimmy, to Louis and Ginger, who almost immediately
demonstrated that they despised him. As if matters were not already rough enough, Maite
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subsequently announced that she was pregnant and as one might imagine all hell then
broke loose, which is a nice, genteel, and metaphorical way of saying that Maite, Ginger,
and Louis quickly took up where they had previously left off with renewed bouts of
screaming, fighting, door slamming, etc. On these now regular occasions, Louis and
Ginger would often try to draw me into these confrontations but I adamantly refused to
engage. On one occasion when I tried to calm everyone down, and put an end to the
fighting, Louis shifted his focus to me in the midst of a row with Maite, and said, “If
you’re such a tough guy why don’t you make us stop.” Maite turned on Louis like a
mother mountain lion and screamed “You know he won’t say anything, he is getting out
of here and going to college, you keep trying to pick a fight with him, you want to pick
on someone, pick on me you motherfucker!” Maite then turned and stormed out of the
house, slamming the front door, effectively leaving me to deal with the aftermath.
Between the fights that Louis and Ginger had with Maite and the constant
screaming, badgering and haranguing that I sustained when she was not around, I was not
sure how much more of this I could tolerate. I secretly began plotting my escape, thinking
about where I could go and who I could stay with so that I could at least finish high
school, and at the same time I began keeping a running chant in my head where I steadily
reminded myself that I could tolerate anything for “a few more months, just a few more
months.” Unfortunately, I was on much thinner psychological and emotional ice than I
realized. One night after a particularly vicious browbeating from Louis and Ginger I
decided that I had taken all the abuse I could tolerate. Because they were out for the
evening I knew that I had time to myself and I elected to make the best of it by
swallowing a large assortment of pills that I had collected from the upstairs medicine
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closet. As I sat shaking and despondent on the living room sofa waiting for the pills to
take effect I felt both my anger and my nausea growing. I realized that I had tolerated
quite enough of this and that it was time to start fighting back. I thought, “Fuck them!
Fuck this place! I won’t give them the satisfaction of beating me.” Then I climbed to my
feet, went into the downstairs bathroom, jammed my fingers down my throat, and kept
them there until I had vomited up everything that was in my stomach. I followed that
purgative act with a ice cold shower and several minutes later as I sat shivering in my
bedroom I resolved that play time was now over and that like the Carthaginian General
Hannibal, who elected to use unconventional and guerrilla warfare tactics to bring down
the Roman Empire to ensure his own survival, I too would henceforth adopt his same
philosophy of “Aut inveniam viam aut faciam” or in other words, I would either find a
way to survive and succeed, or I would make one. I never breathed a word to Louis or
Ginger about this night or this event; and in fact, I recognized that this event and moment
in time was essentially the psycho-emotional tipping point for me. I knew that I had
reached an emotional and psychological bottom and that there was nothing left and so I
decided that no matter what peripheral madness I had to endure, I would ride out the
remainder of this final school year and then I would escape away to college, any college,
and I knew at that moment, that I was never coming
back.
Such were the conditions inside the home as
I began the fall of my senior year of high school.
Because I thought it was expected, and because I
was trying to maintain my sub rosa non-turbulent
Figure 53: Senior Yearbook
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flow, I again joined the football team, and continued to go about the normal robotic
expectations of classes and schoolwork, even though I recognized that I had already
checked out intellectually, emotionally, and psychologically from what I considered to be
ridiculous and time-wasting events. As it turned out, by pure coincidence, my electing to
play football my senior year did produce one quality incident that provided me with at
least a modicum of psycho-emotional payback for Ginger’s constant nastiness and
curiously as had been the case in Zaire, it involved a trip to the eye doctor. This visit,
which proved to be remarkably, semiotically, and allegorically illuminating, came about
because I had told Louis one night during a lull in the fighting, that I needed contact
lenses, because the sports glasses I had worn and played in the year before continually
fogged up mid-game, and mid-play, requiring that I repeatedly pull off my helmet and
wipe my glasses in order to be able to continue playing the game. Louis said that he
understood this frustration with not being able to see, which at the time I secretly thought
was metaphorically quite humorous, and that despite the fact that I was “too immature to
take care of and wear contact lenses” he would tell Ginger to take me for an eye exam so
that I might get fitted for lenses. A few days later while sitting in the optometrist’s office
as he examined me, and shone a variety of lights in my eyes, the doctor said, “Hmmm, do
you squint a lot when you are in the sunshine?” “Do you get headaches?” I responded
that like Plato’s pilgrims exiting their allegorical cave I did, and Ginger who happened to
be present in the room made it a point to glibly reply “He sure does, he has ruined family
photos for years by squinting.” The doctor turned and looked at her, then paused for a
moment, and then turned away from her and said, “He can’t help it, his eyes are extra
sensitive to sunlight.” I made it a point to look directly at Ginger, and waited for an
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apology for all the years of her having berated me publically for squinting when pictures
were being taken, but not a word of apology was ever uttered. At that moment, like one
of Plato’s aforementioned pilgrims, I knew with the certainty of illuminated Truth, what
Ginger really was, and I had to fight down a surging impulse to begin yelling because I
feared that like a lunatic suffering from moon madness, or that tragic character Billy
Bibbit from One Flew Over The Cuckoo’s Nest, provoked incessantly by my own live in
version of Nurse Ratched, I would never be able to stop. Instead, I looked at my feet,
breathed deeply and waited for the surging dark current of rage to subside.
As my senior year progressed, I knew that I needed to begin taking steps toward
securing my future goals for when this academic school year ended, although no one in
the family ever mentioned college or university study, nor ever asked me what my
professional or academic aspirations were, nor offered to assist me in any way with the
process. Thus, independently and of my own initiative, I sought out the high school
guidance counselor, asked what I was supposed to do, how the process worked, and then
began working alone in my bedroom. In isolation, I filled out college applications and
wrote my application essays using an old electric typewriter that I had taken out of the
hallway closet in the house that no one seemed to be using. I recall writing these
application essays in one sitting and produced but one draft, and I never asked anyone to
proofread or edit them. When they were all completed, I asked Ginger to write a check
for each of the 5 applications that I was ready to submit. True to form, Ginger’s response
was “this is waste of money” but when I steadfastly stood my ground she reluctantly sat
down and wrote out a check for each application and then handed them to me without
saying anything more. As I dropped each of the completed college application packets
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into the mail, my thoughts echoed those of so many gamblers that visit Las Vegas’
hallowed halls, “all I need is one, just one,” then under my breath I uttered a quick
prayer, and left the responsibility of my college acceptance to forces greater than myself.
In December of 1990 I turned 18 years old and because I was now officially an
adult, I was able to maintain a modicum of sanity because I figured out that although
skipping school was recorded in days missed on my report card, early dismissals were not
recorded as missed days and so no one would be the wiser if I was absent. So, on regular
occasions I would attend the first hour of school and then would write myself an early
dismissal note, and escape this institution to meet up with friends or to go to the movies
or as was most often the case, catch a ride to the nearest metro station and then ride into
Washington D.C. and spend the remainder of the day alternating between reading at the
library of Congress and visiting the exhibits at the various Smithsonian museums. These
day pass excursions allowed me to feel as though I was still learning something valuable,
and more importantly, I knew that there was little to no risk of running into anyone that
might know me or Louis and Ginger, and so these excursions often provided me with a
means of escaping from that otherwise omnipresent prying panoptic gaze.
With the arrival of spring, came the palpable sense that the worst of the academic
year and the interminable punishment and incarceration period in the HM Strangeways,
or Château d'Ollivier, (a play on the infamous Château d'If from the Dumas novel the
Count of Monte Cristo), was almost over. Additionally, because it was spring, a whole
new sports season was beginning, but because I was still sour about the way the previous
year’s spring soccer season had gone, I had decided not to play this season, particularly
after the soccer coach abruptly stopped me in the school hallway one day to inquire about
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my plans for that season. When I responded that I was not going to play the coach told
me how much the team needed me etc. Again, I reiterated in what I thought were very
plain terms, that I was not interested in playing at which point the coach in his infinite
wisdom chose to tell me that I was “being an asshole.” My response was, “You want to
see me being an asshole, here’s me showing you how much I care about what you think”
then I turned my back on him and walked away. To be fair, he had no idea what my home
life or personal situation was like, but as far as I was concerned he had no right to speak
to me or to any other student in that manner and so just to prove him right, that same day
I joined the BRHS Track Team.
After a few introductory weeks of running track, I decided that this was the most
boring sport I had ever played and I wanted to quit, but the coach pulled me aside and
told me that I was a very gifted runner and that the team’s season would suffer if did quit,
which put me in something of a bind. During that same conversation, the coach also told
me that I would run better and faster if I purchased a pair of running spikes, which I knew
I was not going to do because it would involve having to engage in a conversation about
money with Ginger which I was not about to do. Instead of explaining all of this to him, I
simply told the coach that I could not afford the running shoes, and that I was quitting the
team. That very night he called the house and asked to speak with Louis. When Louis got
off the phone after talking to the track coach he was enraged, and demanded to know why
I would lie and tell the coach that I could not afford the running shoes. Not knowing
remotely how to explain the previous year’s experiences that I had endured alone with
Ginger’s rantings, or the constant complaining about money issues that ensued when
Louis was not around, I instead chose to take the blame for lying, and the punishment and
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let Louis think that I was in the wrong. After all, it was easier than what I knew would
come next if I chose to reveal Ginger’s antics to him, which I was quite sure he would not
have believed anyway.
One afternoon, as was my norm when arriving back at the house, I checked the
mailbox and discovered to my everlasting and life changing relief that my letter of
acceptance to college had arrived. Thrilled, proud of myself for my success, and relieved
because I knew where I was going next, I entered the house and affixed the letter to the
front of the refrigerator so that all parties therein could see what I had accomplished and
then I rushed out to share the news with some friends who I knew would be happy for my
success. That evening over an otherwise unremarkable dinner Louis made it point to
inform me that even though I had been accepted to West Virginia University (WVU), I
was still expected to maintain my grades for the remainder of the school year, or I would
not be going. I said that I understood and that was all that was ever said about that. No
congratulations were ever offered and no celebratory dinner was ever arranged.
Life continued in the same vein as always, and as such, the last few months of my
senior year passed without any additional events, other than my earning a few more
accolades for my swimming abilities, which earned me a Most Valuable Swimmer award,
and small amount of fame because my name and face were in the local newspaper and the
Washington Post as one of the top male Butterfly swimmers in the state of Virginia.
There also occurred a few rather traditional and somewhat staid final girlfriendrelationship incidents that were otherwise unexciting. Because Corinne was academically
a year older than I was and was already away at the University of Virginia, and because I
was certain that she was already dating other older college boys, or so I justified in my
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head, I had started dating a variety of other girls, and when I received my letter of
acceptance to WVU, I promptly informed all of them in no short order, that I was no
longer interested in dating any of them. It may have seemed a prima facie case of being
cruel, but I knew from multiple old experiences the effect that geographic relocation and
distance had on relationships despite one’s best intentions and I was not about to put
myself through that unhappiness all over again. Besides, I was also keenly aware that an
older woman that I saw on a regular basis, i.e. at BRHS, was interested in me, and I was
curious to see how this flirtatious interest might play out.
As mentioned previously, my high school Spanish teacher, with whom I had
established an early friendship upon arrival at BRHS and I had over the past two years
formed a rather close relationship because of the academic and personal interests that we
shared. We regularly sat and discussed our personal and familial issues with one another
and because she knew of the unhealthy and volatile nature of my relationship with Louis
and Ginger she often times provided a safe place at school for me to sit and read, even if
she was busy teaching a class that I was not enrolled in. Because of this, as the year with
increasing speed came to a
conclusion, we frequently spent
time sitting and talking on those
now rare occasions when I did
still actually attend BRHS,
which was not a regular
occurrence, considering the fact
Figure 54: High School Diploma
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that I was consistently skipping classes, and doing just enough to get by.
As graduation and the subsequent all-night graduation party approached Señora B
asked me what my plans for that evening were and when I told her that I had none, she
invited me out to dinner, post-graduation, which I readily accepted, especially since I
knew that Louis and Ginger would not make any effort to make the evening or the event
memorable. As I had anticipated, nothing was ever discussed or offered, and so I suffered
through a traditionally tedious high school graduation ceremony, then said my required
hello to Louis and Ginger, and told them I would be home after the all-night graduation
party, and then, went out for a nice dinner with Señora B. After the meal was over Señora
B dropped me off at the school, thanked me for a pleasant evening, and then kissed me
soundly on the lips before then driving off to the location where the all-night graduation
party, that was to be chaperoned by BRHS faculty of which she was a part, would be
held. For the remainder of the evening I sat in a bewildered haze wondering if I was
supposed to pursue her, or just let it go, which I elected to do mostly because I did not
have the foggiest idea about what I was or was not supposed to do next.
That next morning when I arrived home Louis made it a point to ask me what my
plans for a summer job were and when I replied that I had none, he told me that it would
be a good idea for me to fill out an incredibly extensive background security clearance
packet, that he then thrust at me, so that I might acquire a summer job working at
Langley as an intern. Of course, I had no desire whatsoever to work at Langley, and I
certainly had no desire to spend the entire summer commuting to and from the Company
headquarter building with Louis, but out of fear of reprisal, and that I might upset this
fragile finely balanced craft that we all seemed to be squeezed aboard, I said nothing and
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instead acquiesced, once again subordinating my own agency to work at the very
Company or Agency that had dictated and directed every move of my life thus far.
Through clenched teeth I spent that summer making coffee and delivering mail and other
interdepartmental items throughout the Agency headquarter building for 15 dollars an
hour. I saw nothing exciting all summer, which I blamed on having been assigned to the
Switzerland-Austria office and resenting the fact that I had been forced to miss the
traditionally celebrated Senior beach week to do a job that I did not want to do in the first
place, for a Company that I had never wanted to work for.
Despite my frustration and resentment, soon enough the dog days and weeks of
the summer blended into one another and before I knew it, it was August and I realized
that I would soon be leaving for Morgantown, to attend WVU. On the morning of my
departure, I stopped packing my belongings into the car, and briefly stood in the
driveway and looked up at the house, thinking about that erstwhile expression which
Thomas Wolfe had penned so long ago, and wondered if it was indeed true that You
Can’t Go Home Again. As I stood there contemplating the implications of this thought,
Ginger walked up next to me, stopped and said. “You won’t make you know, you aren’t
serious enough about your education, you’ll flunk out.” I turned and looked at her, but
said nothing, even though in my head I thought, “You rotten bitch, even if it kills me I’ll
succeed.” Then, without more being said, we all climbed into the car for the long snaking
silent drive up to my new mountain home, a home that was of course cosmically and
inevitably embedded alongside yet another historically dark, treacherous, and
semiotically named river, whose name “Monongahela” means “falling banks," a native
American reference to the inherent instability of the river itself.
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As we pulled away from the house I closed my eyes and surrendered, or perhaps
submerged, myself in the new cosmic river currents, knowing that no matter how
ambiguous, uncanny or surreal the forthcoming strangeways journey might be, it could
never be as dark as the years’ long passage I had already survived and was now on the
cusp of escaping. Like Conrad’s infamous character Kurtz, “all [the world] had
contributed to the making of this self called [Roberto] and I knew at that moment that
“there was nothing above or below [me], [I] had kicked myself loose of the earth. [I] was
alone” and would shortly be liberated from the psychological and emotional shackles that
had bound me isolated and Prometheus like to the craggy rock face of an old life. Finally
free, “mine was a soul that knew no restraint, no faith, and no fear, yet [struggled] blindly
with itself.” I knew I would rise or fall, establishing and earning my own successes and
failures based upon the merit of my own agency, far from the psychological, emotional,
allegorical, and semiotic horrors, yes horrors, that had been ever presently inherent and
were intrinsic to the Ollivier family’s particular heart of darkness.
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HIC SUNT DRACONES
The use of the ancient Latin expression HIC SUNT DRACONES, or “Here Be
Dragons,” to mark the conclusion of this dissertation demonstrates an intentional semiotic
signifier selection choice. Its presence is meant to mimic or parallel that practice used by
medieval cartographers to warn ship captains and their passengers of the proximity of
previously unexplored and dangerous territories on what were then ever-changing maps
of the known world. Because of the obvious metaphorical parallel between that practice
and the practice of autoethnographic writing, or as it might also easily be known, selfreflective mapping, a practice which like ancient cartography also required extensive time
and multiple iterations, the application of this term seems extremely appropriate. This is
especially true since throughout this journey I have functioned as both Captain and
narrator and now feel the pressing need to warn the audience, or passengers that have
accompanied me on this voyage thus far, that we are fast approaching previously
uncharted waters and that if they wish to continue on this journey they do so at their own
peril.
Like Conrad’s Marlow I too conveyed to the audience-passengers at the onset of
this journey, when setting from the home station, “one of the dark places of the earth”
(Conrad, 2007, p.101), which at this point seems so very long ago and so far away, that
the purpose of this journey was to identify and confront the dominant forms of
repression, representation, and power that shaped my personal development and growth
in an attempt to reclaim, through this self-reflective response, those spaces that
systematically marginalized or disenfranchised me. By electing to pursue this objective, it
was my intention, hope, and belief that I could acquire improved personal understanding,
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extirpate ancient daemons, and procure catharsis while perhaps simultaneously
identifying a pathway or conduit to achieving social, cultural, and pedagogical success
for other equally uncanny minority males for whom the road to success currently remains
obscured.
To achieve that objective, I have, like that other great sea captain Odysseus,
wound my way through, around, and over obstacles generated by men, gods, and
daemons alike. My obstacles, like those that tested Odysseus, have presented in a variety
of physical, emotional, and psychological guises, and have tested my mettle time and
again as I have each day braved the maelstrom of this introspective journey; one that may
not have been fully 10 years in duration like that of Odysseus, but certainly felt like such
as I flailed mightily against the tides.
What I discovered as I wrote this autoethnographic piece was that these
obstacles, fear, doubt, pain, frustration, humiliation, fatigue, and anger stemmed from my
perception, and from being told directly by my adoptive parents, that I had, on multiple
levels, repeatedly failed to achieve that level of normalcy that they expected of me,
despite their having metaphorically bound my hands and feet through their psychological,
emotional, cultural, and geographic choices. When I realized that, I recognized that this
autoethnographic journey would not only require me to revisit the geo-cultural, geolectical, and dia-lectical stations of my life, but that during the process, or journey, I
would also have to chart and maintain a passage between my own metaphorical Scylla
and Charybdis lest the rocky shoals of “normalcy” or the whirlpool of the “uncanny” pull
me off course and doom my voyage.
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Each day, as I intentionally and methodically showered, shaved, dressed and
“went to work,” and yes, I intentionally referred to the process with friends and family as
“work” because it tapped into my inner sense of responsibility, I sat in front of the
computer cognizant of the fact that the “dieu trompeur,” or “deceptive god” as René
Descartes referred to the previously mentioned psycho-emotional obstacles, sat perched
upon my shoulder watching intently as I reengaged in each day’s battle. My sense as I
revisited and recounted each tale, was that above all else I must be truthful to myself and
to my audience, capturing the quintessential essence of each experience, knowing all the
while that any dodge or deceit only made my enemy stronger. I kept in ready availability
the August Wilson passage that says, “Confront the dark parts of yourself. Your
willingness to wrestle with your demons will cause your angels to sing,” and with this in
mind each day I fully engaged, leaving no stone unturned, no wound unexamined, and
willingly, repeatedly, locked intellectual and psycho-emotional horns with the daemons
of the past in order achieve the simultaneous objectives of nosce te ipsum, or “know
thyself,” and the catharsis I intended.
Each day as I wrote, I increasingly realized that my childhood and early
adolescent experiences were not only rife with agency limiting, uncanny, and
strangeways experiences, but that the combination of these experiences amounted to my
essentially having been raised in an anomic environment. Repeatedly and continually
anomie was the norm, and as Robert K. Merton identified in 1983, anomie is linked
with deviance, and that the discontinuity between culture and structure have the
dysfunctional consequence of leading to actual or perceived deviance within society. All
of a sudden everything came into focus.
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I was not, could not, and never had a chance to be the “normal” North American
son that Louis Ollivier and Ginger Lee Ollivier professed that they wanted so dearly.
They, like Mary Shelley’s Dr. Frankenstein, had with equal lack of foresight unwittingly
created a living, breathing person that was a synchrony, or amalgam, of cultures,
languages, and societal values. Unfortunately, like Dr. Frankenstein’s monster, this
creation was also uncanny and terrifying to the eye and to the mind, and to make matters
worse, was smart enough and intuitive enough to know that this was how they felt and to
know that my presence unnerved them.
Instead of this new awareness providing overwhelming illumination, and allowing
me like one of Plato’s pilgrims to find my path out of the darkness of the allegorical cave,
it provided just enough light for me to acquire my emotional and psychological bearings,
allowing me to realize how truly alone in the metaphorical darkness I really was. As I
wrote about the experience of unsealing my adoption records and my return to Corpus
Christi, like Frankenstein’s monster I too was forced to ask myself “But where were my
friends and relations? No father had watched my infant days, no mother had blessed me
with smiles and caresses; or if they had, all my past life was now a blot, a blind vacancy
in which I distinguished nothing.” (Shelley, 2003, p.108). The awareness of this
incredible vacancy, of this absence of that which is most basic and taken for granted by
so many people, struck me psychologically and emotionally as being cosmically unfair,
and I was forced on various occasions to stop writing in order to catch my breath and to
dry my tears as the waves of emotions crashed over me. When these feeling subsided, I
would resume my spot in the Captain’s chair and order myself to continue journeying
intellectually and psycho-emotionally onward for I could do no other.
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As I travelled, I relived and recaptured the emotional and psychological traumas
associated with the stations of Mozambique and Saudi Arabia, and like the monster, beset
by perennial human obstacles, I too began to consider myself to be “an unfortunate and
deserted creature; I look around, and I have no relation or friend upon the earth” (Shelley,
2003, p.119). Like the monster, driven onward by unpleasant, unwelcoming metaphorical
torch wielding circumstances beyond my control, I continued writing onward because of
a lack of alternatives and because of a intrinsic desire, no, a need, a compunction, perhaps
even a mania, to find answers. And thus I continued to trudge my way forward, until at
the end of each day’s autoethnographic writing process I would “lay down happy to have
found a shelter, however miserable, from the inclemency of the season, and still more
from the barbarity of man.” (Shelley, 2003, p. 95)
Throughout the subsequent stations of Northern Virginia, The Republic of Zaire,
and Spain, albeit from a heady distance, I watched and felt the various multi-dimensional
iterations of self grow intellectually, emotionally, and even physically, until such time as
I was able to grasp with surprising alacrity a new awareness of self. I realized as I wrote
my way through these stations, these various developmental stages, that unintentionally,
unwittingly, my creators Louis and Ginger had made me more capable, more formidable,
and more uncanny than they had ever intended. I longed to ask them, the creators from
that time period, why they had made the choices they made, and to point out warningly
that because of their choices “thou hast made me more powerful than thyself; my height
is superior to thine; my joints more supple. But [still] I will not be tempted to set myself
in opposition to thee. I am thy creature, and I will be even mild and docile to my natural
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lord and king, if thou wilt perform thy part, the which thou owest me.” (Shelley, 2003,
p.89)
Unfortunately, neither Louis nor Ginger ever understood that lesson which
Shelley’s Dr. Frankenstein learns far too late; that creations, constructed out of a
multiplicity of synchronous amalgamations and flimsy best intentions, but deprived of a
foundation of socio-cultural fellowship and love, are left hollow and Gollum-like, and
incapable of seeing the beauty inherent in their creation. Instead, these creations, of
which I am one, see themselves as perennial uncanny outsiders, never invited into the
warmth, and never allowed to rest by the fire. Instead they and I see only that “God, in
pity, made man beautiful and alluring, after his own image; but [that] my form is a filthy
type of yours, more horrid even from the very resemblance. Satan had his companions,
fellow devils, to admire and encourage him; but I am solitary and abhorred” (Shelley,
2003, p.116)
Such were the feelings, passions, and obstacles that I overcame as I sat, alone,
each day for six months, from 9 am until 4 pm, revisiting, reliving, recapturing,
regurgitating, recrafting, refining, until the product and the person, and they are
unquestionably one and the same, were repurposed for the objectives that this life, one
that is now fully uninhibited, can endeavor to pass along to those people whose own
journeys are in media res. Though my own autoethnographic “travels were long, and the
sufferings I endured intense” (Shelley, 2003, p.124), as I approach the conclusion of this
journey “My spirits [are now] elevated by the enchanting appearance of nature; the past
[is] blotted from my memory, the present [is] tranquil, and the future gilded by bright
rays of hope and [the] anticipation of joy.”
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Though this segment of my journey has now come to end, I do not pretend that I
hold the answers to what comes next either for myself or for those audience-passengers
that have journeyed along with me. I cannot tell anyone how to interpret this
autoethnographic journey since each reader will have pulled different resonant elements
from it; those that best suit or soothe them. What I can share as I approach the end of this
tale, the end of my 44th year, and the simultaneous 44th anniversary of the completion of
my father’s dissertation “Synchrony, Amalgam, and Communion,” are some words of
wisdom that the Brazilian author Erico Verissimo once told a young doctoral student
when questioned about the best way to interpret his masterpiece “The Time and The
Wind.” When asked this question, the author Erico Verissimo reputedly quipped “I laid
the egg, now you sit on it,” and having laid what I believe is quite a considerable egg, I
now leave it in the audience’s all too capable hands for the appropriate incubation period.
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AUTOETHNOGRAPHY AS STRUCTURE
BPI, MTV, BBC
Please them! Please them!
Sadly, this was your life
But you could have said no
If you’d wanted to,
You could have walked away
…couldn’t you?
(The Smiths, Paint a Vulgar Picture, 1987)

The first step in beginning the self-reflection to achieve self-efficacy
autoethnography process is recognizing and accepting that one is choosing to embark upon
a truly laborious and emotional journey, one that is fluid and transitional and one that
although gaining increasing acceptance in the Academy as a legitimate research
methodology, is still seen by many academics as structurally in its infancy and therefore is
dismissed by various academic camps and social scientific standards as being either
insufficiently rigorous, or too theoretical; too analytical or too aesthetic; too emotional, or
too therapeutic.
Autoethnographers are also frequently criticized by other members of the Academy
for conducting too little fieldwork, for observing too few cultural members, and for not
spending enough time with (different) “others”, the “othered” Saidian self or personal I not
withstanding (Buzard, 2003; Fine, 2003; Delamont, 2009). Furthermore, by choosing to
use and evaluate personal experience, it is also whispered that autoethnographers are using
supposedly biased data (Anderson, 2006; Atkinson, 1997; Gans, 1999), and are selfabsorbed narcissists who do not adequately fulfill the traditionally scholarly obligations of
hypothesizing, analyzing, and concluding their research legitimately.
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Although these criticisms might seem superficially sound, they do in fact constitute
an erroneous prima facie position that the arts and sciences somehow exist at diametrically
opposed odds with one another, which is actually a condition that autoethnography seeks
to correct. Instead it should be understood that autoethnography, as a method, in fact
disrupts this artificial binary of science versus art, and instead incorporates research that is
an amalgamation, synchronicity, and communion of practices that are simultaneously
rigorous, theoretical, analytical and emotional, and therapeutic, whilst still remaining
inclusive of personal and social phenomena. Successful autoethnography embraces these
aspects as well as writing and representing research in novel, evocative, and aesthetic ways,
which is why it is so difficult to conceptualize, produce and complete a comprehensive
autoethnographic product. Also, because autoethnographers view research and writing as
socially just acts, rather than being inhibited or predominately preoccupied by
methodology, the goal of autoethnography is to produce analytical, accessible texts that
change the author, the audience and the world we live in for the better. To achieve this end,
autoethnographers tend to focus on those questions that are deemed most important to this
objective, which are, who is the audience reading our work? How will the audience be
affected by it? And perhaps most importantly, how will our work facilitate the perpetuation
of the conversation in a larger social and community context?
Essentially therefore, because of the broad disparity in academic disciplines
methodologies, and objectives, existing recognized practitioners of this autothnographic
methodology, despite their clear and best intentions, can really only offer a generalized
framework or metaphorical tailor’s dummy around which each individual scholar-tailorjourneyman is then expected to individually craft the “life fabric” of their choosing.
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Each individual who does choose to engage in this particular methodological
practice must understand and anticipate that whatever unique and respective choice of
materials (read: voice and strategy) that they choose to employ to attempt their ultimate
objective, it must by necessity, very much like each individual author’s own constitution,
be appropriately malleable, supple, sinuous, and yet simultaneously durable enough to not
only perform the inevitably taxing duties that this material will be tasked with, but must
also be able to withstand the inevitable consequences, reactions, or blowback from the
audience be it, great, good, indifferent, or poor that their respective autoethnography is
guaranteed to elicit.
Additionally, because each voice and strategy employed are unique, just like the
respective authors that have selected them, each will possess their own inherent limitations
and therefore there can never be a one size fits all solution or process that will work equally
well for all who endeavor to engage in this autoethnographic cathartic process or ceremony.
Consequently, as a self-identified journeyman autoethnographer, and someone who has
now engaged in this process, I feel morally and academically obligated to disclose that in
this dissertation I am only selectively addressing and identifying those broad procedural
steps that I incorporated from already established and published autoethnographic
travellers, and am also sharing the unique procedural steps that I have included that proved
necessary for achieving the immediacy of the objectives that I pursued. Of course, one
simultaneously hopes that the existence of this successfully completed dissertation will
also add innovatively nuanced dimensions to that already established collective body of
how autoethnography as a process and structure comes into being.
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Because it is commonly recognized by the academy in general, and by
autoethnographic scholars in particular, that each individual autoethnographic journey is a
slightly to wildly divergent process from any other, I feel comfortable sharing that to move
my own process forward I first felt it necessary to personally and publically (in writing this
dissertation) recognize, identify, examine, accept, and then endeavor to overcome the
existence of the multiple personally inhibiting, overlapping frameworks, belief systems,
ideologies, and matrices within which I realize I been indoctrinated and which I believe
functionally limited or restricted the structure of my thinking. Although the examination
and debugging of this inner system or “station” might appear to some audiences as an
unnecessary detour or metaphorical rill into the psychological and metaphysical minutia of
self, because of the uniqueness of the circumstances of my childhood, adolescent, and
young adult trajectory, and because I grew up under a semper vigilans omnipresent
panoptic eye, I believed that until I formally recognized the respective parameters,
limitations, expectations, and power structures inherent in the terms Hispanic, Male,
Catholic, Conservative, CIA, and Son there could be no true legitimate examination of the
subsequent terms Agency, Uncanny or Strangeways and therefore, no true extirpation
could ever occur.
After all, if one professes to believe as I and other authors claim that they do, that
the purpose behind the conversation inherent in respective autoethnographies is for them
to metamorphosize into an eventual larger, culture-wide pedagogical and social reform
movement, then all parties involved must first acknowledge that there exist obstacles to
those ambitions, both real and perceived. Also, there are exit barriers traditionally
supported and reinforced by the dominant-culture system that works surreptitiously to
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inhibit the study of the individual and limits or restricts the application of this knowledge
for broader research purposes because this practice better allows the perpetuation of its
own ingrained reinforced privileged positionality. Therefore, if one chooses as I have done
to pursue the autoethnographic methodological approach one must first ensure that they
possess at least a modicum of awareness of their own existing ideological prejudices and
matrices since being truly free of them is an unlikely to unrealistic expectation.
The next step in my understanding and employing autoethnographic methodology
as a process or structure was to employ the practice that professor Helen Simons from the
University of Southampton recognizes, substantiates, and addresses in her book, “Case
Study Research in Practice” (2009). In it Simons shares her belief that there are three core
reasons why the study of the individual is relevant and necessary for achieving broader
research and communitywide goals. The first reason that Simons identifies is “the need to
understand programmes and policies through the perspectives of those who enact them”
(Simons, 2009, p. 69). She emphasizes that no matter what the focus of the particular case
may be, or the background discipline from which it comes, be it educational or social
research, the core component to the research is the people, who, she argues, always feature
prominently no matter what the overarching context being studied might be. Simons argues
that because policies and programs are designed and implemented by people, they are not
always applied or interpreted the same way in each context. Therefore, even if the inherent
purpose is to enforce a common standard and to provide equal access, people will
inevitably reinterpret or misinterpret, subvert, adapt, or edit the policies to better suit their
own purposes while ensuring that the settings best represent or reflect their own needs and
experiences (Simons, 2009, p. 71).
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Simons' critical perspective of these prejudicial, cultural, and systemic realties
resonated with me as I approached and began this autoethnographic writing process
because it is particularly significant and correlates highly to the issues that underlie the
themes of Agency, the Uncanny, and Strangeways that I chose to examine in this
dissertation. It is my contention, supported by data, that it was precisely because of this
inequity of application and the deliberate misinterpretation and subversion of policy to
“better suit their own purposes” or those of seemingly comparably Anglo parents Louis
and Ginger Ollivier, that the federal, state, educational, and family-centric agencies
selected as appropriate this couple as my adoptive parents, people whose life choices
resulted in those domestic and international experiences that subsequently shaped my life’s
trajectory. Additionally, this “need to understand programmes and policies through the
perspectives of those who enact them” (Simons, 2009, p. 69) also seemed a necessary
component in this autoethnographic structural process because any examination, analysis,
or criticism of these themes I have selected would otherwise appear one dimensional and
ineffective if the audiences failed to grasp or understand that the examination and criticisms
that I foist upon these topics are simultaneously condemnations of the underlying systemic
matrices or paradigms of privilege that are deeply entrenched in North American sociocultural norms and mores.
Furthermore, because these socio-cultural beliefs and values are so imbedded, my
contention, and one which drives the structure of this autoethnography is that any deviation
or unconventionality, (i.e. agency) real or perceived, which conflicts with that considered
culturally normative, is viewed as circumspect and triggers the uncanny phenomena that
Jentsch (1906) identifies as a breakdown of relationships between that which is considered
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familiar and those items, experiences, or people that are perceived as being “unhiemlich”
or “unhomely-uncanny” and who thus are perceived as being frightening precisely because
they act or are unknown or unfamiliar. In other words, it is precisely because first-world
dominant cultural groups selectively edit purportedly neutral system-wide policies to better
suit their own purposes, thereby ensuring that the settings best represent or reflect their
own groups' particular needs and experiences, that self-reflective to self-efficacy
autoethnographic dissertations like this one, which explores, addresses and vocalizes the
existence of an alternate reality, while also identifying and describing the unmet needs of
uncanny or unhomely individuals, need to be written and studied.
Another element originally identified by Simons that compelled and now shapes
the structure of this particular autoethnography, is the understanding and belief that the
“study of the transactions and the relationships that individuals create in the field are
viewed as essential to document the lived experience of the programme” (Simons, 2009,
p. 70). Effectively, this suggests that any individual’s self-reflection to achieve selfefficacy journey, although distinctive from more traditionally academy-accepted research
practices, can, because of its unusual focus on one’s life’s minutia, generate unique and
invaluable data that will provide and supplement the larger collective body of knowledge
with facts, figures, and statistics that might not otherwise be accessible. Of course, because
this style or type of research is so vastly dissimilar from the more traditional academic
standard, this method must by necessity compensate by providing substantial-to-excessive
supporting documentation, lest it otherwise fail to meet the academy-recognized litmus test
of standards necessary for studying the transactions and relationships that broader and more
traditional research studies typically record. In other instances, or for other individuals this
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aspect of the organizing and structural process might prove to be an insurmountable
problem. But, because I knew that Ginger Lee Chittick-Ollivier, my adoptive mother, had
over her and my own lifetime produced and maintained child specific and individually
contained and well-organized scrapbooks, complete with pictures, newspaper clippings,
various school report cards, etc. I was confident that the data of personal, familial,
domestic, and international transactions and relationships existed, and thus could and are
effectively used herein to support and structure this particular autoethnographic process.
Thirdly, and what ultimately proved for me to be the crux of the argument for
valuing the study of the self or individual, is that “interpreting individuals’ experience of a
programme or aspects of their lives in specific sociopolitical contexts helps to understand
not only how sociopolitical factors influence the actions of individuals but the impact of
these factors on the individual and the case itself” (Simons, 2009, p. 71). It was and remains
this element, foremost amongst the previously mentioned other two criteria, when applied
to the self-reflection to self-efficacy autoethnographic formula and structure, that I believe
holds particular promise for identifying, defining, and subsequently minimizing,
exorcising, or extirpating one’s unresolved personal elements whatever they may be, but
which in the case of this autoethnographic dissertation should be identified as the trifecta
of Agency, Uncannny, and Strangeways. These are the themes that I contend require
extended evaluation and that are significant, valuable and have yet to be explored or
assimilated into the academy’s larger collective knowledge. Because my particular life
experiences, complete with identified and supported data examples of these particular
phenomena can be reviewed, substantiated, and distilled into academy recognized
legitimate data chunks, it was possible to establish the necessary framework around which
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this and subsequent data from other sources or future autoethnographic studies can and will
be compared and contrasted; resulting one hopes in the generation of new and insightful
data amalgamations.
Thus, having explained the merits and strategy behind the “why” I selected
autoethnography as the structure upon which I chose to build this dissertation, I now by
necessity shift the focus toward the “how” one goes about proceeding with the process. To
do this I reiterate the point made earlier where I communicated my belief that any
comprehensively structured self-reflection to self-efficacy autoethnographic explorative
journey worthy of the autoethnographic designation must not only address the strategy or
why process, but also and equally important must address the issue of voice or the how the
message and information will be conveyed during this process. This aspect is especially
important if the author hopes, as I believe most do, to engage to the audience both
intellectually and emotionally in ways that are simultaneously credible and transformative.
In this I mean to clearly articulate my belief that any author who elects to engage in the
autoethnographic process must structure their work, as I have endeavored to accomplish in
this dissertation, in such a way as to take into account that the voice they have selected is
powerful enough to allow them to write away their own demons, while simultaneously
remaining engaging and authoritative enough to deliver credible solutions to the audience
through personalized, sincere, and insightful commentary, thereby providing or presenting
acceptable options for those audience members who wish to improve or revise their own
personal, social, pedagogical, and/or cultural future endeavors.
Of course, achieving this is objective is far easier said than done, especially since
as Simons posits in Case Study Research in Practice (2009), “there is no consensus of
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what constitutes the ‘self’ or (how) to study it in research” (p. 82) and because neither she
nor her contemporary researchers, including but by no means limited to professor Denzin,
author of “Interpretive Autoethnography” (2014), can provide any hard, fast, or definitive
rules about how best to approach the study of self, then there also cannot by extension be
any definitive policies that identify how to construct or how to select a voice or tone that
will guarantee the accomplishment of the autoethnographic goal or task that the author
intends to achieve.
Therefore, the best option that I or any other autoethnographer can hope for in our
respective work is to attempt to identify or position ourselves as unbiased researchers,
while simultaneously acknowledging the difficulty that exists in exploring or examining
the “different aspects of self or different multiple I’s” (Peshkin, 1991, p. 82), that must be
contended with, while also acknowledging that these various I’s will inevitably surface
during the research, will impact the work, and will impact the voice or tone selected. Thus,
by necessity all autoethnographers, despite attempts to prefabricate the why and how of
their respective journeys, must accept that this is an intrinsic, inescapable, and particular
reality of this type of methodological work and that it will plague them throughout the
anticipating, planning, and writing process.
Contingent upon the selection of voice and determination of self is the need to
recognize and acknowledge that the individual autoethnographic researcher is the main
instrument of data gathering. Therefore, it is necessary to emphasize that those researchers
(read: autoethnographers) who elect to pursue this style of investigation appreciate and
consider how their observations, interviews, and interactions with people in the field might
directly or indirectly influence their own and others’ preferences, principles, and
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worldviews. This realization is important because it may potentially impact or influence
how subjects will act, thereby making it all the more necessary to declare and observe how
these encounters interact in and with the particular case that one is researching.
Incumbent in this awareness of self-reflection and self-efficacy is a vital
characteristic identified by Bentz and Shapiro (1998), which asserts the need to see
research of the self “not as disembodied, programmed activity but rather as part of the way
in which you engage with the world” (p. 5). This suggests that any quality research of the
self must be understood to be a fluid and collaborative process, one that is open to continual
refinement, provided that researchers do not separate their fieldwork selves from their daily
lives selves and that they acknowledge that these “selves and identities are fragmented and
connected; open to shifts and negotiations. They are ambiguous, the outcomes of culturally
available and defined interactions, actions, meanings and values” (Coffey, 1999, p. 35).
Clearly, an awareness of the ambiguity of self must also be incorporated or factored
into one’s self-reflective to self-efficacy research, particularly when one attempts as I am
doing in this dissertation to identify and establish parallel processes or experiences between
otherwise dissimilar or divergent populations of peoples such as those being discussed in
this essay. It is, however, reasonable to believe that these parallels can be established by
identifying and limiting the variables being compared in terms of time and space; who and
what the self was and is now; how the self-transformed depending on geographic location,
culture, language, and age; and how the public “performative I” presented and was
interpreted or rejected by the dominant sociocultural group.
Once these categories of comparison have been identified and established, as I have
done in the title of this dissertation identifying the terms as Agency, The Uncanny and
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Strangeways, one can then scaffold a framework around which the particular questions
necessary for exploring one’s own life experiences can be constructed. For example, by
comparing the seemingly disparate, albeit personal and agency restricting experiences of
my life, such as being born poor, male, and culturally “othered,” with the uncanny
experiences of being surrendered or adopted into a socioculturally and linguistically
different or “other” environment, alongside the trauma of successive strangeway
geographic relocations, against outside or independent variables I can identify and establish
similar or parallel instances, signposts, markers, or encounters that mirror the experiences
shared by the audience during their own respective childhood or adolescent years, thus
establishing an invaluable and absolutely necessary author-audience rapport.
Once these broad life strokes have been identified and implemented, what is left is
to then “observe oneself without becoming emotionally attached to what one sees” (Holly,
1993, p. 166) in order to perform the evaluation necessary for gathering and culling the
data that will be used to substantiate the subsequent documentation or report. This ability
to “dis-identify” from oneself is vital to the production of the research because it
simultaneously allows and empowers one to move beyond how one sees oneself in
otherwise traditional or customary ways. According to Holly (1993), for research of the
self to be valid and pertinent, one must be able to dis-identify from one’s sense of self if
one is to truly have any hope of seeing and reporting upon oneself clearly.
The method to achieve this estrangement from self, one touted by experienced
autoethnographers, simultaneously lending credence to the already previously identified
value ascribed to voice, is the selecting and maintaining of a tone that provides the author
with the lexical vehicle necessary for distancing himself or herself from their own
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experiences. As mentioned previously, autoethnographers are not only tasked with
conveying their experiences in a way that is readily understood by audiences, but must also
remind audiences that “private troubles of individuals are connected to public issues and
to public responses to these troubles” (Mills, 1959, p. 1).
For this to occur, the tone or voice selected must serve multiple functions, primary
amongst which is to locate or create a virtual but engageable presence for audiences. This
“voice is often taken to be the truest measure of presence, that is, “voice simulates
presence” (Derrida, 1973, p. 15) and will guide and serve the audience throughout the selfreflection to self-efficacy autoethnographic process, ensuring all the while that the
information remains accessible and can be readily incorporated by the audience particularly
if the author has any real hope of affecting larger scale societal change.
Accompanying this realization that the self-reflection to self-efficacy journey
requires the need to develop appropriate voice and tone to convey or serve as conduits of
the messages, traumas, and experiences of past is the autoethnographer’s simultaneous
awareness that one’s proficiency in language use is “inextricably bound up with the
emerging self” (Gilyard, 1991, p. 105). After all, “language and speech do not mirror
experience; rather, they create representations of experience” (Denzin, 2014, p. 37), and as
such, they cannot adequately or accurately describe or define the parameters of the initial,
emerging, and later developed self or the multiplicity of selves, particularly if one (read:
the author) is deficient in language or in the terminology necessary to articulate or
encapsulate the concepts necessary to formulating one’s identity.
Therefore, lexical proficiency and tone must first be established before one can
truly begin expressing an understanding of the emerging and developing self. This self-
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reflective exercise usually begins with the author carefully or strategically selecting a
starting point in time and space from which they then initiate the examination of their own
history, although this threshold does not typically occur “under conditions they have
chosen for themselves; rather on terms immediately existing, given and handed down to
them” (Marx, 1968, p. 287).
This is the case because most people inherit the backgrounds or history from which
they build their lives; many would probably offer that they would not have chosen their
particular history for themselves had they been provided with alternative choices or
opportunities. Yet, they can find relief in the knowledge that “no self or personalexperience story is ever an individual production. It derives from larger group, cultural,
ideological and historical contexts” (Denzin, 2014, p. 56) and thus is socially constructed.
Therefore, each individual who chooses to pursue a self-reflection to self-efficacy
autoethnographic path is essentially tasked with identifying and determining the historical
and cultural locus of their own respective story.
Once the onus of these previously mentioned realities is understood and has been
accepted as part and parcel of the project of self-reflection to achieve a self-efficacy model,
what remains is for each author to determine how best to write themselves into their
respective autoethnographies. Although this is the last remaining of the prewriting
awareness hurdles to overcome, it is nonetheless a significant burden because each author
must find their own way to reconcile their intellectual awareness with the fact that the “I,”
about whom they will write, exists multidimensionally and that all previous iterations of
the self exist simultaneously, albeit none of them sharing the same time and place.
Essentially, each time the author attempts to select a particular “I” to write about, a new
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picture, image, or portrayal of that self or “I” is then created and subsequently must then
be reintroduced to the audience, making the writing process of autoethnography Sisyphean
in nature. Ultimately, each author will struggle in their own way to find the most precise
or accurate method to explore their own “liminal phase of experience” (Turner, 1988, p.
41), attempting to capture truthfully that realm or iteration of their lives that best portrays
the self that exists or existed “betwixt and between the structural past and the structural
future” (Denzin, 2014, p. 53), where those life experiences that were once merely evoked
can now be explained and hopefully exorcised.
It is precisely this explanation of these otherwise surreal life experiences that I, as
the author of this self-reflection to self-efficacy autoethnographic dissertation, now
introduce to audiences, choosing to deliberately exploit what Clough (2000, p. 287) called
American trauma culture which I intentionally and purposefully use herein to “expose and
celebrate the erasure of traditional barriers separating the public and the private in
American life” (Denzin, 2014, p. 72).
Throughout this process I also choose to intentionally manipulate a “pornography
of the visible as the means to uncover or expose the violent side of intimate family life, and
those contradictions inherent in capitalism” (Denzin, 2014, p. 72). A process which I
believe to be a necessary evil, just as I believe that good men are not without sin, that good
men admit and expiate their sin, and as such believe it is the responsibility of each
autoethnographer to disclose their own “sin” if they hope to find their own pathways to
catharsis. After all, isn’t this the same responsibility that the poet William Ernest Henley
identifies, tasks, and reminds his audiences of so eloquently in his own autoethnographic
poem Invictus (1888).

	
  
232	
  

	
  
Out of the night that covers me,
Black as the pit from pole to pole,
I thank whatever gods may be
For my unconquerable soul.
In the fell clutch of circumstance
I have not winced nor cried aloud.
Under the bludgeonings of chance
My head is bloody, but unbowed.
Beyond this place of wrath and tears
Looms but the Horror of the shade,
And yet the menace of the years
Finds and shall find me unafraid.
It matters not how strait the gate,
How charged with punishments the scroll,
I am the master of my fate,
I am the captain of my soul.
That being said, who better than I can truly be “master of my fate, and captain of my
soul”, who better than I can identify, or adequately address the experiences and events
upon which the foundation of my agency, my uncanniness and my strangeways
experiences were built?
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THE HORROR! THE HORROR!
ANALYSIS
Autoethnography confronts dominant forms of representation and
power in an attempt to reclaim, through self-reflective response,
representational spaces that have marginalized those of us at the borders
(W.G. Tierney, 1998, p. 66)
Methodology and Research Approach
Tierney’s thoughts on autoethnography as a research approach, identified above,
resonated deeply with me and helped motivate and direct my decision to pursue and
compose this autoethnographic dissertation. It provided an initial philosophical
foundational methodological approach that when married with Tukey’s (1961)
exploratory data analysis (EDA) approach, allowed me to examine the respective themes
of agency, the uncanny, and strangeways by analyzing data sets to summarize their main
characteristics using visio-graphic means to see what the data would indicate.
For many years I mistakenly and one dimensionally believed that a significant and
substantial element or cause for the presence of these themes that I have identified above
was because I possessed traditionally Hispanic physical characteristics and markers that
identified me to the dominant Anglo gaze as different, “unhomely” or “other” in the Saidian
sense, from that considered to be normal traditional “American” (read: Anglo). This
feeling was perhaps fostered by my having been adopted at 18 months of age into a Anglocentric family, whose culture, habits, and members continually reminded me that I was not
only physically “other” than they, but was also psycho-linguistically and socio-culturally
“other.” These constant domestic familial “othering” practices, when combined with the
physical and psycho-social “othering” encounters later experienced at the hands of those
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peoples and cultures with whom I interacted internationally, and who also consistently
posited me on the fringe of the country or culture’s respective dominant group,
unquestionably impacted my emotional, psycho-social, and educational development.
To the Americans with whom I socialized while growing up overseas, I was always
“other,” because physically, linguistically, and culturally, I never reflected the familiar
image, sight or sound of the traditional Anglo-American home culture that they expected
to emanate from someone who was supposed to be a quasi-doppelgänger, or mirror image,
of themselves. To the internationals with whom I associated, I was also identified as
“other” because I was not only physically dissimilar from them, but also from the other
predominately Anglo-American children they knew who represented the traditional
American culture paradigm with which they were most familiar. Furthermore, because I
possessed the semiotic signifier label of being an “American,” I also unknowingly and
unwittingly simultaneously carried with me the burden of confronting, albeit for the most
part silently, a foreign or international gaze, that on many occasions was deeply entrenched
and possessed rigidly held negative stereotypical expectations of American behavior. It is
my belief that these perpetual “othering” experiences, in conjunction with rigidly,
externally, and unrelentingly imposed and punitively enforced restrictions on my personal
agency by oppressively domineering Anglo-centric parents, as well as an omnipresent all
powerful panoptic Central Intelligence Agency, created, elicited, or fostered the growth
and development of the psychological feelings of uncanniness or “unheimlich,” which
according to Jentsch (1906), functioned as the antithesis of the previously well-established
German word “Heimlich” (“homely”), or “Heimisch” (“native”), to emerge.
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This expression and its accompanying phenomena in turn, encapsulate that
emotional, psychological, and sociocultural conflict or schism that exists between
“othered” individuals and native or dominant cultures, an experience which the
accompanying autoethnographic narrative describes that I experienced firsthand on
multiple occasions, and which have been provided, detailed, supported and will
subsequently be evaluated in the forthcoming data analysis section of this autoethnographic
dissertation exploration.
Of course it is my hope and expectation that these patterns now identified,
characterized, and qualitatively analyzed as a result of this autoethnographic writing
exposé process will not only solidify the belief in the existence and presence of this
phenomena, but will also be used to help mitigate the impact of this phenomena within
those dominant Western cultures and societies that are currently receiving those children
and young adults who are increasingly displaced by geo-global, socio-political, and
economic conflicts; which of course include those displaced as the result of far reaching
famine as well as sectarian violence and war. Intrinsic in this desire is also the aspiration
to better inform, serve, and prepare educational professionals of all academic levels to
recognize, identify, and assist “othered” and disenfranchised peoples with developing the
tools and praxes they require for re-engaging or re-establishing their own agency in order
to overcome the presence of this uncanny phenomena.
Ultimately, I theorize that through collaborative efforts the presence of the uncanny
in social, educational, and professional environments, the limitation and restrictions
imposed on agency, and the resultant “othering” from perceived stangeways can be
minimized, mitigated or remediated, thereby improving “learning opportunities for

	
  
236	
  

	
  
minority and disenfranchised peoples in a world where multiracial, multilingual, [and I
theorize uncanny] populations continue to grow exponentially” (Shih & Sanchez, 2005).
Although multiracial and multilingual identity issues have garnered a great deal of
attention and currently inhabit many spheres of academic and cultural concern, this study
focused particularly on the psycho-social and emotional impact of the uncanny on agency
and how its presence within social interactions affected the identity and academic
development of an adopted minority male raised and educated internationally as the son of
a covert CIA officer. As such, the introspective focus on self in this autoethnography
provided highly detailed and personalized accounts of the author’s experiences in the
Republic of Mozambique, Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, Republic of Congo, Kingdom of
Spain, and the Commonwealth of Virginia. It provides audiences with an opportunity to
create or establish their own intellectual and emotional connections to the author’s personal
reflections (the data), with the hope that these combined insights can and will compel larger
societal and pedagogical changes.
To be clear, this style of research endeavor is not without precedent.
Autoethnographic dissertations are steadily gaining more acceptance as a significant
research study methodology, and have even won awards. For example, the
autoethnographic performative study on spousal abuse won the 2010 Outstanding
Dissertation Award from the International Institute for Qualitative Methodology as well as
recognition and honors from the American Educational Research Association (Tamas,
2011). Therefore, one could argue convincingly that there exists profound and extended
value in this autoethnographic study, and because I, as the author, believe this to be true, I
have willingly bared both my psyche and soul to extended professional scrutiny; essentially
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exposing deeply personal, emotional and psychological layers to prying eyes and minds.
This is because I am confident that this study has the potential to provide insight and to
change perspectives on the otherwise previously unexplored issues affecting minorityuncanny- international-agency-identity-development.
Autoethnography as Methodology
As established, autoethnography is a form of qualitative research in which an author
uses self-reflection and writing to explore personal experiences and connect their
autobiographical story to wider cultural, political, and social meanings and understanding.
As such, it is identified as a qualitative research approach located within qualitative inquiry
that continues to grow in popularity among researchers (Ellis, 2011). My decision to
employ an autoethnography approach to my study stems from my belief that there is
profound knowledge to be gained from the lived experience, particularly if one believes,
as I do, that the “personal or the private is political and that there are no personal or private
solutions at this time, there is only collective action for a collective solution” (Hanisch,
1997, p. 42).
As such, autoethnography, which emerged from self-reflective accounts in
ethnography, makes the researcher’s life and experiences the focus of the research (Chang,
2016; Denzin, 1997; Ellis, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Ellis & Bochner, 2006) and seems
to be the best, most logical tool for analyzing and incorporating an otherwise uncanny body
of knowledge into the “collective solution” (Hanisch, 1997, p. 10). Additionally, because
the life being examined is so specifically people and culture crafted and oriented, and
because each and every person is themselves a cultural creation (Denzin, 2014, p. 43), it
only makes sense to also address and apply that methodology which Ellis (2004) identified
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as the best method or research approach for describing those things people and culture
related.
Additionally, it is important to recognize that autoethnography incorporates the
researcher as the subject, which is significant because all life histories have their origins in
early childhood (Denzin, 2014), thereby allowing the researcher’s interpretation of the
experience to function as data (Ellis & Bochner, 2000), which under these circumstances
would allow for the introduction of otherwise non-introducible data into the greater
collective. Therefore, although autoethnography as a methodology is seen as still evolving,
it remains at its core a means of examining personal narratives, narratives of the self,
personal-experience narratives, and self-stories, first-person accounts, and personal essays
(Ellis & Bochner, 2000). Essentially, autoethnography is before all else a synergy of
research, writing, story, and method that work collaboratively to connect the
autobiographical and personal to the cultural and social (Ellis, 2004).
Also requiring consideration in this dissertation is the understanding that any
examination of culture must also include examination of the self as well as examination of
others. Because autoethnography cannot independently focus on self and is, and must be,
“the study of self as the principal focus within the context of culture” (Chang, 2016, p. 15),
it was the ideal apparatus for the study of my own situational identity development via the
plurality of cultures within which I was raised. Therefore, a study of personal agency,
uncanny identity development, and strangeways, must by necessity be located in a
perspective where it can examine with unobstructed vision the relationships that exist
between self, family, and culture, recognizing them as symbiotic each requiring the other,
and meaning evolving from that inextricable link between them (DeMunck, 2009).
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Essential to this process then is the awareness that the storytelling nature of
autoethnography includes a narrative approach to documenting research and analyzing
data. Richardson (1995) asserted that narrative provides a unique approach to exploring
and discovering more about one’s self and the topic under investigation. In particular it is
a manner of knowing and discovering new aspects of the topic and one’s relationship to it.
By choosing to use an autoethnographic narrative to reflect on my uncanny sociocultural and educational encounters, I gained an improved and cathartic insight into my
childhood and adolescent experiences, while simultaneously engaging my audience
intellectually, emotionally and cathartically in their own. Using an autoethnographic
narrative style enabled me to share in highly detailed and descriptive fashion my particular
story while also meeting the objective of eliciting or compelling emotional responses from
my audience while hopefully and simultaneously promoting global, pedagogical, and
praxis changes for the future (Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Lewis, 2007).
Another advocate for the use of autoethnography as a valuable research
methodology was Wall (2008) who asserted that autoethnography not only involves
positioning oneself in contrast to positivist research, it is also the best methodology
available for promoting change because it allows and encourages the “sharing of unique,
subjective, and evocative stories of experience that contribute to our understanding of the
social world and allow us to reflect on what could be different because of what we have
learned” (p. 3). This passage too resonated greatly with me as I currently contemplate the
next stage in my personal, educational, and professional development as well as my
trajectory in the context of the plurality of those cultures, which influenced and directed
both how I lived then and how I choose to live now.

	
  
240	
  

	
  
Therefore, as I have expressed, my belief is that this autoethnographic study has
not only transformed my own understanding of uncanny identity development but can and
will simultaneously positively impact multiple societies and their respective culture’s
pedagogical practices. By sharing my deeply personal as well as interpersonal experiences,
this autoethnographic narrative should reach, and hopefully influence, a global audience
by stint of its emotional and cultural breadth. Although I intended to use autoethnography
to plumb the depths of my own identity development, this project’s truest intention and
value lie in its ability to elicit change in those individuals and institutions and cultures that
do not yet recognize the reality facing uncanny, marginalized or “othered” individuals.
Achieving this objective requires recognizing that autoethnography “utilizes data
about self and its context to gain an understanding of the connectivity between self and
others within the same context” (Ngunjiri, Hernandez, & Chang, 2016, p. 2). There is not
currently another research approach that would serve equally well as an appropriate vehicle
with which to study the identity development process other than autoethnography because
its particular design intrinsically encourages the use of personal narrative and reflection via
the look inward (Ellis, 2002). Thus, by selecting autoethnographic methodology as my
approach, I ensured that I had the intellectual, emotional, and psychological maneuvering
space necessary to fully investigate the compiled data related to international social
encounters that ultimately helped me understand and locate my position and identity at the
intersections of culture, language (pragmatics), and literature. The intellectual freedom
provided also proved valuable in that according to Ngunjiri, Hernandez, and Chang (2016).
There exists a continuum upon which autoethnographies reside, between approaches of
ethnography and autobiography where “they will continue to mix scientific inquiry and
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self-exploration and to express the mixture in descriptive-realistic, analytical-interpretive,
confessional-emotive, or imaginative-creative writing” (p. 11).
Because my intention was that this study would be a critical autoethnography, it
had to by necessity not only produce a "thick description" of a particular culture but also
had to compare, contrast, and re-voice or reclaim those unique and uncanny international
experiences that directed my identity development. To achieve this end, this
autoethnography had to adequately represent the voice or stance of someone marginalized
or disenfranchised whose lived and documented experiences are contrary to the staid
romanticized images or stories previously identified as the standard paradigm as
determined by the economically and culturally dominant members of said particular
culture, which in this case was comprised of (Anglo, masculine, heterosexual,
middle/upper classed, Christian, able-bodied, Ivy-League educated) men.
To upend this traditional paradigm, my critical autoethnography used personal,
relevant, historical, and cultural artifacts to discern patterns of cultural experience, as well
as repeated feelings, stories, and happenings as supported by memories, journaling, and a
plethora of historical artifacts to expose my personal and cultural story; a story that no
longer finds subjugation of agency excusable. My belief now is that the sharing of my
exploration of these international experiences and how they affected my identity
development will impact how other individuals and their respective situations are
subsequently identified and treated by postmodernist Western society.
Ultimately, the choice to connect my uncanny-international identity development
with the intention of sharing what I learned in order to impact sociocultural change locates
this study firmly in the camp of critical autoethnography; a methodology that clearly hinges
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on analyzing those childhood and adolescent social encounters that molded, affected, and
to this day continue to shape my global identity. Undoubtedly, when other globally
transient students and audiences encounter and interact with this highly personal text rather
than the more traditionally staid research materials with which so many students and
academics are inundated, the result, I hope, will invoke a level of compassion necessary
for compelling change.
Data Collection
Having identified and supported the choice of methodology I utilized and
incorporated, I now shift focus to the broad parameters of the study, beginning with the
study length as well as the methods and types of data, their collection, computation, and
storage. I originally anticipated this auoethnographic research study occurring over a
period of 10 months and was able to stay on task and produced this study in that allotted
time frame.
I also indicated during the earlier dissertation proposal defense that I planned to
develop a Go Daddy (a web-hosting service featuring a drag-and-drop website builder),
website to house the data sets that would inevitably be generated. Because the data is now
present and tabulated it is all the more essential and necessary that it be shared to help
identify and understand the development process of my international identity. As such,
because I am not that technologically savvy, I outsourced the construction of this website
to ensure its creation and function would work as intended because I remain firmly
committed to the belief that autoethnographic data must be shared publicly to generate the
sort of conversations that will fuel larger societal changes.
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To make this happen I directed the creation of a website where the data and some
of the journal entries are now housed. The homepage of the website is well organized and
user-friendly and by stint of appropriate layout design contains pull down tabs which allow
visitors to navigate the digital space easily. To be clear, the data for this study that has
already been collected and tabulated is currently organized appropriately under various
tabs to include (a) journal entries in the form of personal narrative; (b) photographs, such
as newly adopted baby photos and photos from respective international settings and from
international school yearbooks; (c) scanned documents such as the now unsealed adoption
and court records, newspaper reports, school report cards, and educational report; (d)
literary passages from the respective texts that I have cited and quoted that to include those
from American, English and World literature texts such as Camus’ The Stranger, Ayn
Rand’s The Fountainhead, Conrad’s The Heart of Darkness, Wilbur Smith’s Men of Men
and When the Lion Feeds as well as select pieces of poetry in the form of song lyrics from
the postmodernist rock bands The Smiths.
Materializing Memories through Journal Entries
Because the data for autoethnography lies within the researcher and needs to be
externalized, and because writing is a way of knowing and a method of inquiry
(Richardson, 2000), I generated much of the initial required foundational data through a
months long daily, narrative journaling process. Not only did this daily journaling process
generate reams of data, this method also, as Kiesinger identifies in her text “The
Therapeutic Value of Narrative Reframing,” proved to be instrumentally therapeutic for
me as the author when I later organized and composed what is now the narrative journal in
its entirety, by allowing me to preemptively organize and make sense of myself and of my
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experiences (Kiesinger, 2002; Poulous, 2008). By utilizing this process, as Atkinson (2007)
claimed, I was indeed able to “purge [my] burdens,” and question those canonical stories—
conventional, authoritative, and "projective" storylines that "plot" how "ideal social selves"
should live (Toloyan, 1987, p. 218; Bochner, 2001, 2002). Essentially by doing this, I was
able to improve and better understand my relationships (Adams, 2006; Wyatt, 2008), while
simultaneously reducing prejudice (Ellis, 2002a, 2009), and encouraging personal
responsibility and agency (Pelias, 2000, 2007), by raising my own levels of consciousness
while simultaneously promoting cultural change (Ellis, 2002b; Goodall, 2006), which
provided this (marginalized and disenfranchised) author with a voice that, before writing
this full narrative, I did not have feel that I had the right to possess. (Boylorn, 2006; Jago,
2002).
Additionally, the writing and producing of these personal stories made
“witnessing” possible (Denzin, 2004; Ellis & Bochner, 2006) and provided an ability or
avenue for this author-participant and the reader-audience to observe and, consequently,
better testify on behalf of these events, problems, and experiences (e.g., Greenspan, 1998;
Rogers, 2004), which allowed this researcher-author to openly identify problems that were
previous cloaked in secrecy (Goodall, 2006).
For the reasons already identified, these self-generated daily journal entries
presented and afforded me as the author with the significant memory generated pieces
necessary for later data collection and coding purposes, while simultaneously providing
me with an unbiased non-judgmental venue where I could freely and unceremoniously
expel and record my thoughts and emotions during throughout this process. These daily
journal exercises proved to be extremely emotionally evocative and therefore were an
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absolutely essential element to this study. For this purpose, I began the daily journaling
process in September 2016 and subsequently discovered that these entries were created or
recalled in a relationship or patterned ordered form of memory associated to particular
geographic places, and to those particular chronological periods during which I lived in
those locations. In total I spent three months composing daily narrative entries in an
electronic word-document journal and spent at least one hour per day writing, recalling,
and recording my respective memories. This practice resulted in approximately 60-75
entries of 500 words each. These entries then served as data detail generating mechanism
for the subsequent data that was eventually woven into the actual autoethnographic
narrative writing process, which I later coded based upon the respective themes and
supporting photograph analysis.
Photographs
A significant part of what distinguishes an autoethnography from a memoir and
secures its value as data is the author’s ability to support the narrative with artifacts and
documentation. For this purpose, I elected to implement the examination of a series of
artifacts beginning with, but not remotely limited to, photographs because they are an
extraordinarily valuable research tool. One which not only functionally and enduringly
captures the Saussurean semiotic signifiers that uniquely identify the people, culture, time,
and locations displayed, but also when reviewed in a continuum, as I have done here,
constructs a patterned sequential form of hieroglyphics that can be read and evaluated by
the researcher.
Because my adoptive mother (Ginger Lee Chittick-Ollivier) has consistently
compiled scrapbooks over the years as a visual record of the Ollivier family history and
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experiences in these various locales, I was able, with clandestine assistance from my sister
Maite, to gain access to these albums and their respective photographs from the period of
my adoption through early childhood and adolescent years, to include those from each of
the respective countries in which I lived from age 7 through age 16.
These photo albums are respectively categorized by country, and for the purposes
of this study I am restricting analysis to the Mozambique album, the Saudi Arabia album,
the Zaire album, and the Spain album, and am including all the randomly produced
photographs from the Northern Virginia 5th grade year and high school experience that I
could locate. Each of these albums is different in size, color, and capacity, and although
each album contains upwards of 100 semiotic signifier items, not all of the items contained
within these scrapbooks are photographs. In fact, some of these items are newspaper
clippings, or brochures, or stickers, or cloth patches from various locations, or are images
of people that I do not know who are engaging in activities that I am unfamiliar with and
thus am unable to identify. Additionally, because the scope of this analysis is limited to
those themes of Agency, the Uncanny, and Strangeways, and each term is precisely defined
for purposes of photograph analysis in due course, there were of course some images that
were simply not pertinent to the analysis because of the reasons listed above, and as such I
culled them from this autoethnographic study and have discounted them from the
photographic totals that I have examined.
Having determined that I would use just those photographs that I could identify
because of the people in the image or the geographic location, I then examined each album
and counted the photographs so that I could begin the analysis with an accurate total tally
of photographs examined. I then separated the photographs into distinctive categories,
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comprised of 1) total number of photographs that related to that specific country or city; 2)
total number of photographs that contain at least one member of the Ollivier family; and
3) total number of photographs in which that I am present. Each of these categories was
then identified, labeled, and coded using three different respectively colored Post-It notes
to identify the separate categories.
Once I had done this, I realized almost immediately that there was a quickly
discernible pattern and correlation, which needed to be addressed directly before delving
any further into the analysis stage of these photographs in relation to this autoethnographic
study. It is of course the ready realization that these photographs represent another version
or iteration of the panoptic eye, displaying and immortalizing the perspective or gaze of
the photographer, whilst simultaneously identifying where the power in that image
originates. This occurred to me when I recognized that a large number of photographs were
directed and subsequently taken during my early youth and childhood overseas, whose
number then diminished and decreased during the returns to the United States, and declined
even further as I grew older chronologically and established a greater level of personal
agency and range.
With this understanding, I then made the decision to eliminate Category 2: (Total
number of photographs that contain at least one member of the Ollivier family), from the
analysis because these photographs seemed superfluous since I was not physically present
in the image, and since the point of this analysis is to make thematic determinations that
would support or drive the understanding of self-vis-à-vis autoethnographic and
exploratory data analysis (EDA) study. As mentioned previously, EDA is a methodological
approach to analyzing data sets to summarize their main characteristics, often using or
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supplemented by visual methods, which for the purposes of this qualitative research study
seemed most apropos.
That having been clarified, left with two remaining categories, I was able to
determine that the largest number of photographs still applicable occurred in Mozambique.
I determined that there were a total of 431 photographs, of which I am present in 151 or
35.03%. The Saudi Arabia album contained a total of 235 photographs, of which I am
present in 165 or 70.21%. For the Northern Virginia, 5th grade year time period, I was able
to locate 18 photos, of which I am present in all 18 or 100%. The Republic of Zaire album
contained 217 total photographs, of which I am present in 162 of them or 74.65%. The
Barcelona album contained 49 photographs, of which I am present in 47 or 95.91%. From
the last album, the return to Northern Virginia, I was only able to locate 25 photographs,
of which I am present in all 25 or 100%. In total, I was able to examine 975 geographically
and time specific photographs, and 568 photographs that are specifically framed to myself.
Once these range of totals and percentages had been established, I then examined
these respective grouping of photographs and separated the photographs even further into
three smaller thematic groupings dispersed and defined in the following way. 1) Those
displaying personal agency, defined as the capacity of an individual to act independently
and to make their own free choices; 2) those displaying the uncanny, defined for these
purposes as reflecting images or activities beyond the ordinary or normal; to include the
extraordinary, mysterious, or that which arouses superstitious fear or dread; and 3) those
overtly displaying strangeways, which for purposes of clarity in this paper will endeavor
to achieve a level of disambiguation, essentially resolving any intellectual conflict that
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might arise when an image might otherwise appear ambiguous. The findings and
numbers are presented in multivariate thematic groupings as follows.

	
  
Figure	
  55:	
  Data	
  Coding	
  Image	
  Sample

The Republic of Mozambique - (December 1979 – March 1981) - Age Range: (6:11 –
8:3)
Of 152 total photographs from the Republic of Mozambique 40 or 26.49% met the
defined criteria of Agency. 75 or 49.66% met the defined criteria of the Uncanny, and 37
or 24.50% met the defined criteria of Strangeways.
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Table 1: The Republic of Mozambique
Agency: The EDA dispersion of data for The Republic of Mozambique years
seems to indicate mathematically as well as visio-graphically, that the numbers of
photographs displaying either agency or strangeways are not statistically different from
one another. The difference is a 1.98 percentile difference, clearly minimal, which seems
to suggest that both categories and the respective practices that affected or impacted them
were likely limited or restricted by factors of parental panoptic gaze, control, and my
chronological age. As such, because of my age and because of the environment there was
under these circumstances, very limited opportunity for me to display active examples of
personal agency.
Uncanny: The clear statistical outlier of the three identified categories is the large
number of images and experiences identified as uncanny, which I triangulated using the
narrative and a combination of the numerous historical artifacts. To be clear,
Mozambique was the family’s and my own first international overseas experience; it was
clearly and significantly “unhomely.” It was also the first time that the actual physical
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home environment, i.e. our house, took on the simultaneous function of serving as both a
home and as the site of late night, boisterous, drunken, terrifyingly clandestine, and eerily
uncanny encounters which amazingly paralleled the experiences of E.T.A. Hoffman’s
(1816) protagonist Nathanael in the short story The Sandman, the very story that inspired
Jentsch’s (1906) essay On the Psychology of the Uncanny. Although these uncanny
international experiences were somewhat limited by the fact that I was so young, was not
making solo excursions into the community, and was homeschooled, the scope and
breadth of the uncanny in Mozambique was inescapable, and thus a fear of the unknown
hung perpetually suspended above our heads like a metaphorical executioners axe until it
was ultimately proven to be terrifyingly real when we were all forcibly expelled under
armed guard from the country for Louis’ U.S. government directed acts of espionage.
What must also be addressed and considered in this initial data analysis piece
because of its potential to impact the subsequent data analysis pieces, is the very real
possibility that Jentsch’s (1906) supposition was correct that feelings of uncertainty or
uncanniness more frequently make their presence felt “in those who are more
intellectually discriminating when they perceive daily phenomena and that this may play
an important role in the origin of the drive to knowledge and research” (Jetnsch, 1906, p.
4). This is important to consider because Louis and Ginger ordered an intellectual and
educational evaluation be conducted on me in Barcelona a just a few years after our
experiences in Mozambique, which identified that I possessed an advanced level of
cognitive and linguistic development and intelligence at a young age. Thus, it is
reasonable to assume that during those years in Mozambique I was already intellectually
discriminating, and as a result was highly attuned to the constant presence of the
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uncanny, particularly since I lacked the psycho-social and educational background tools
to accommodate the uncanny’s existence in those same ways that Louis and Ginger, as
adults, who possessed broad life and educational experiences, were better prepared to
comprehend.
Strangeways: Because Mozambique was the first international overseas
deployment for the Ollivier family, the majority of the strangeways photographs consist
of strangely ambiguous group family photographs which are staged and remotely taken in
front of some geographic or topographic element, many of which I do not recall. Most of
the photographs display the family in its entirety seemingly frozen in time and space and
display what seems to be a surprising lack of affect. What seems most strange about these
family images is the intentional spatial organization of the family members within the
image with me either selecting a position, or having been directed to stand as far away
from Ginger as is spatially possible. Repeatedly I am positioned so as to be physically
diametrically opposed to her.
The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia – (June 1981 – June 1983) - Age Range (8:6 – 10:6)
Of 165 total photographs examined from the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, 24 or 14.54%
met the defined criteria of Agency. 119 or 72.12% met the defined criteria of the
Uncanny. 22 or 13.33% met the defined criteria of Strangeways.
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Table 2: The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia
Agency: The EDA dispersion of data from The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia years
seems to indicate that the number of photographs displaying agency or strangeways are
again not that statistically different from one another. The difference between the two
categories in this iteration is a 1.21 percentile difference, again minimal, and again
suggesting that for both categories the same lifestyle practices established in
Mozambique were also applied in Saudi Arabia. At this stage I was still quite young
chronologically and again there are but a limited number of photographs of me displaying
true agency. Again, in this instance, like those photographs from the Mozambique era,
the majority of those photographs display sports activities or are images of me reading a
text that I had independently selected.
Uncanny: What is different in this iteration of data is the presence of a
substantially greater number or percentage of images and experiences identified in the
photographs as uncanny. The explanation for these differences that can be discerned by
triangulating the data from the narrative, the photographs, and the artifacts, is that in this
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instance I was chronologically older, I was no longer being homeschooled and was
instead attending the local international school, I was more intellectually discerning, and I
was more psycho-socially and independently engaged in the physical and sociocultural
environment around me which allowed an increased modicum of freedom to encounter
uncanny events independently while also allowing escape from the panoptic punitive
gaze. These differences would certainly explain an increased awareness and wariness of
the presence of the uncanny and what it might mean or how it might impact quality of life
during this period of time. Of course, the obvious other distinction is that the cultural
environment of Saudi Arabia, to include the style of dress, mannerisms, non-Latin based
language, and other obvious cultural markers were so distinct and removed from my
limited cultural awareness that they all presented as vastly uncanny, essentially ratcheting
up my quota of uncanny experiences and encounters.
Strangeways: As occurred previously in the Republic of Mozambique
photographs, this iteration of data also possessed similarly staged group family
photographs, again involving geographically relevant sightseeing events which display
the same pattern of appearing staged, with family members once again presenting zero to
little affect, and which contain the same spatially polarized placements with me
appearing to maintain at least one human barrier between myself and Ginger.
The Commonwealth of Virginia – (July 1983 – August 1984) - Age Range: (10:7 –
11:8)
Of 18 total photographs examined from the Northern Virginia 5th grade year, 8 or 44.44%
met the defined criteria of Agency. 1 or 5.55% met the defined criteria of Uncanny. 9 or
50% met the defined criteria of strangeways.
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Table 3: The Commonwealth of Virginia
Agency: The EDA dispersion of data from the Commonwealth of Virginia grade 5
year seems to indicate that the number of photographs displaying agency or strangeways
are once again not that statistically different from one another. On this occasion, the
difference between the two categories is a 5.56 percentile difference, again minimal, but
certainly still presenting differently than the pattern thus far. Curiously, in this iteration of
the data, the number of photographs displaying agency is fewer than the number of
photographs displaying strangeways, which is another notable difference in the overall
pattern. These discrepancies call into question what categories or lifestyle practices
initially established in Mozambique, and repeated in Saudi Arabia, changed or
disappeared once the family returned to Northern Virginia. Based upon the narrative, this
change suggests that there exists an inverse relationship between numbers of agency
displaying photographs, and the actual practice of personal agency. In other words,
because I possessed a greater level of personal agency once we returned to the United
States, I was more frequently away from the home, thus there were fewer opportunities
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for the panoptic eye, or gaze to capture images of me, displaying contrived agency within
the home environment.
Uncanny: What is also readily apparent and significantly different in this
category is the lack of photographs displaying images or capturing experiences that meet
the criteria of the uncanny. Those items have all but disappeared in this iteration of the
data, posing the question of what happened or changed during this time period. To
understand this change, I attempted to triangulate the data using the narrative, the
photographs, and the available historical artifacts, and determined that because the family
had returned to a culture with which it was psycho-socially and socioculturally familiar
there were very few opportunities or experiences presented that met the criteria of being
uncanny. I postulate that uncanny experiences must exist on a diminishing sliding scale.
Essentially, as one accrues multiple uncanny experiences, there are fewer and fewer new
experiences meet the original previous criteria of an experience being interpreted as
uncanny. Thus, I imagine that, other than first time age related or culturally specific
related experiences, there would be very few encounters with uncanny experiences within
the constraints or framework of one’s own intrinsic home culture. As such, there few if
any experiences in northern Virginia at this time that met the standard of being uncanny.
Strangeways: As a result of having returned to the United States, and because we
all had to reengage in the intrinsically and socioculturally expected and based
experiences, and because we were now devoid of larger uncanny based experiences, the
preponderance of recorded photographic experiences, i.e. the gaze, was predominately
centered within and upon the family unit, which makes sense considering the following
issues were occurring. Maite, Louis, and Ginger were fighting regularly and this turmoil
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reinforced the need for the focus or gaze to be inwardly directed. Because of this constant
turbulence and unrest, my ability to extend or expand my own agency through
independent choices was restricted; which in turn increased the number of awkward,
strangely ambiguous group family photographs, which continued to display and meet the
criteria of strangeways. This inwardly focused gaze was further amplified by Louis and
Ginger’s decision to adopt a new baby, which essentially ensured or guaranteed a
perpetual cycle of inward examination or gaze, which then of course fed or supplemented
the number of strangeways photographed moments.
The Republic of Zaire - (August 1984 - June 1986) - Age Range: (11:8 – 13:6)
Of 162 total photographs examined from The Republic of Zaire, 26 or 16.04% met the
defined criteria of Agency. 27 or 16.66% met the defined criteria of the Uncanny. 57 or
35.18% met the defined criteria of Strangeways.

Table 4: The Republic of Zaire
Agency: The EDA dispersion of data from The Republic of Zaire years seems to
indicate that the number of photographs displaying themes of agency or strangeways was
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increasingly diverging becoming substantially and statistically different from one
another. On this occasion, the difference between these two categories is a 19.14
percentile difference, considerably different from the pattern that has been presented thus
far. Adding another level of curiosity to this data iteration is that the number of
photographs displaying the uncanny is lower than the number of photographs displaying
strangeways, which is yet another notable difference in the pattern, especially since the
family had now relocated overseas yet again.
Because of these substantial changes in pattern I again returned to the narrative
and attempted to triangulate the data using the photograph number data information in
collaboration with the information contained within the other historical artifacts that were
available. This helped me to clarify the pattern change by reminding me that on this
particular occasion I was not only chronologically older, but that I had also observed and
psychologically incorporated the effects (read: trauma) of witnessing and experiencing
firsthand the physical altercations that occurred in the home between Louis, Ginger and
Maite, and now recognized and understood the implications of asserting personal agency
in a household where this behavior was not going to be tolerated. Thus, I was
simultaneously more worldly; more experienced, and had learned to conceal my own
agency whilst simultaneously being more cautious and warier than ever before.
Uncanny: In terms of the uncanny in this circumstance, one must consider that
this was my second African international tour experience, that the language was once
again Latin based, and that I had already experienced and knew how to navigate
international school educational faculty and structures from previous experience. Thus, it
only makes sense that the presence of the uncanny was as far as I was concerned, and
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have already identified, diminishing, therefore it was not so intensely felt or experienced
on this occasion, and the photographs that capture the uncanny were highly specific to
Zaire, this particular population, and the Congo river, which were unique to this location,
and were not transferred in from previous Africa experiences.
One might venture to say that by this time, and by this place, I was already well on my
way to becoming a veteran of uncanny culture, language, and clandestine experiences.
This location simply further engrained or solidified those practices that I was now wellversed in.
Strangeways: The elevated level or percentage of strangeways photographic
images on this occasion makes perfect sense when one considers that the family was now
traveling with a relative newborn, and as is the norm for new parents, was attempting to
frame the arrival of this new child within the contextual borders of the family, as well as
within the context of these new international environmental experiences. Thus, the
increase in photographs suggests the presence of a concerted effort on the part of the
power holders and gaze directors to record more family centered, albeit affect free, and
spatially disparate inwardly gazing photographs, which because of Maite’s obvious
absence, (because she had been left behind and remanded to an alternative education
school), were subsequently made even stranger.
The Kingdom of Spain – (August 1986 – July 1989) - Age Range: (13:8 – 16:7)
Of 47 total photographs examined from The Kingdom of Spain, 2 or 4.25% met the
defined criteria of Agency. 20 or 42.55% met the defined criteria of the Uncanny. 15 of
them or 31.91% met the defined criteria of Strangeways.
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Table 5: The Kingdom of Spain
Agency: The EDA dispersion of data from The Kingdom of Spain years seems to
indicate that the difference in number of photographs displaying the themes of agency or
strangeways had once again increased significantly and that these categories are at this
juncture substantially and statistically very different from one another. On this occasion,
the difference between these two categories is a 27.66 percentile difference, considerably
different in pattern from what has been presented in the previous data iterations thus far.
Also curious is that the numbers seem to indicate a very low level of personal agency on
my part, which is clearly contradictory to the data located in the narrative and in the
artifacts.
Once again, the relationship between the number of agency displaying
photographs and the actual practice of personal agency is inversely related. In other
words, although there was clearly an elevated level of the uncanny in this new and
unfamiliar culture, these uncanny environmental experiences did not prevent or inhibit
me from braving or embracing multiple agency expanding experiences within that
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culture, which explains the personal agency number discrepancy or misrepresentation.
The fact that there are a low number of agency displaying photographs, is offset by the
narrative which clearly identifies that I was so frequently away from the home, that I was
now existing outside the range of that vigilanti semper gaze that as a younger child had
limited my personal agency options because of its simultaneously operation as both
panoptic and punitive eye.
Uncanny: Another issue of curiosity relating to this particular data iteration, is
that the number of photographs displaying or identifying the uncanny is also substantially
higher than the number of photographs displaying strangeways, a percentile difference of
10.64, which is yet another significant and notable difference in the scope of this studies
overarching pattern. This difference or discrepancy seems odd until one realizes that
although the family (read: Louis and Ginger), was comfortably immersed in a country,
culture, and language that they had experienced previously and extensively on multiple
occasions, I, the sole adolescent male teen, who had not shared their linguistic, sociocultural, or educational experiences, was totally unfamiliar with all of these new country
aspects. To make matters even more challenging, I was also battling that inherent sense
of awkwardness, shyness, and uncanniness that accompanies the full onset and angsty
throes of puberty.
Strangeways: Because of the combined effects of these issues, one can easily
rationalize and imagine that Louis and Ginger still felt the same pressures that they had
previously to take the same types of inward gaze directed photographs that they had
habitually taken when the family was living in alternative uncanny international
locations. Additionally, because I was frequently absent from home, (read: escaping the
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vigilanti semper panoptic gaze while working diligently to establish my own personal
agency), and because I made a concerted effort to avoid family excursions and those
awkward and ambiguously staged family photographs as many teens do, and because the
parent-child relationship was no longer functionally tenable, it is easy to understand why
there would be such a significant decrease in the amount of otherwise ambiguously
directed strangeways displaying photographs.
The Commonwealth of Virginia - (August 1989 – June 1991) - Age Range: (16:7 –
18:5)
Of 25 total photographs examined from Northern Virginia grades11 and 12, 3 or 12%
met the defined criteria of Agency. 0 met the defined criteria of being Uncanny. 20 or
80% met the defined criteria of Strangeways.

Table 6: The Commonwealth of Virginia
Agency: The EDA dispersion of data from the Commonwealth of Virginia grade
11 & 12 years indicates a sizeable discrepancy between the number of photographs
displaying the themes of agency and strangeways, and a virtual absence of any
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photographs representing the uncanny. Clearly, the discrepancies between these
categories are significant, substantial, and statistically extremely different from one
another. On this occasion the difference between the categories agency and strangeways
is a 68-percentile difference. This is an overwhelmingly different pattern from what has
been presented in the previous data iterations thus far. Also curious is that the numbers
again seem to indicate a very low level of agency, which clearly is a misrepresentation of
what was really occurring at that time as is supported by the narrative and other artifacts.
Thus, the level of agency presented based on the photographs actually represents an
inverse relationship with what was truly happening in that place at that time.
Uncanny: In this iteration of the data there are no photographic images that meet
the criteria of the uncanny. This might on its face seem strange until one realizes that in
fact it makes clear and ready sense for there to be none, particularly if one understands
and agrees that uncanny experiences exist on a sliding diminishing scale as I have
indicated previously. Because of the extensive scope and range of a lifetime of uncanny
psycho-social, sociocultural, linguistic, and even clandestine practices that I had
experienced in multiple international environments, this return to an otherwise milk-toast
northern Virginia cultural backwater suburb, one that I had already previously
experienced, presented nothing uncanny that required the development of new
psychological or sociocultural skills. As such, there are no images that I can locate that
display anything that remotely meets the criteria of being uncanny. Ironically, much like
an adrenaline junkie, or a trauma survivor, I suspect that this lack of new uncanny
experiences was responsible for generating a feeling of emptiness or a void that can best
be described or encapsulated by that German word Weltschmerz, a feeling of melancholy
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and world-weariness (Paul, 1827), which in turn increased feelings of existentialist
isolation because I felt that I had no peers to share these feelings or experiences with.
Strangeways: Of course, these feelings and experiences were not shared with Louis
and Ginger, who as the narrative describes for obvious reasons were not included in these
internal intellectual, emotional, and developmental experiences. That did not however
prevent or inhibit their desire to continue their practice of group family photographs, which
as we see supported by data continued to occur in ready, regular, and constant fashion
despite the reality of the turmoil that was happening behind the scenes. Essentially, these
strangeways photographs from this time period represent the last of the Hollywood level
façades, with each of the family members playing their respective well-rehearsed character
roles complete with expected affected behaviors, and each actor hitting their mark with a
spatially aware precision that would make the U.S. Navy Blue Angles flight team jealous.
Univariate Thematic Groupings:
Because the previous iterations of data as they are presented do not easily allow for
a comprehensive viewing of range and scope simultaneously, I thought it critical to
condense the data from the previous multivariate EDA process to a more narrowly focused
univariate grouping to allow for a better analysis and understanding of the trajectories of
the categories Agency, Uncanny, and Strangeways. To accomplish this, I have constructed
the following EDA visio-graphic models to help with this next stage of analysis. The
following graphic models identify the category specific information sequentially broken
down by geographic location and appropriate accompanying chronological years.
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Agency: Defined for these purposes as the capacity of an individual to act independently
and to make his or her own free choices. From the total 975 photographs examined, there
were 103 photographs that met the defined criteria of displaying personal agency. The
statistical breakdown is as follows. The Republic of Mozambique 26.49%, The Kingdom
of Saudi Arabia 14.54%, The Commonwealth of Northern Virginia 44.44%, The Republic
of Zaire 16.04%, The Kingdom of Spain 4.25%, The Commonwealth of Northern Virginia
12%. For purposes of meeting Tukey’s (1961) EDA standard they are presented visually
as follows.

Table 7: Agency Photographs
Analysis: The available photographic documentation and subsequent tabulation
suggests that while living in Mozambique I was allowed a very limited amount of
personal agency, which is confirmed and supported by the relatively high number of
photographs available. What I have determined from examining the data is that an inverse
causal relationship exists between the number of photographs available and the level of
personal agency actually being manifested. In other words, for there to be so many
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photographs available from this time period, I must have spent a lot of time in close
physical proximity to the home or close to a parent, which of course suggests that there
was not a lot of personal agency being practiced. Inversely, on those occasions when I
was very active and was engaging in a high level of personal agency, there are a limited
number of photographs available since I was clearly not around to be captured on film.
Supporting this pattern is evidence from our second and subsequent tour in The
Kingdom of Saudi Arabia where the number of agency displaying photographs available
diminishes. Based upon the information contained and presented in the narrative, this
suggests that there was a greater level of personal agency practiced in Saudi Arabia than
in Mozambique since again I was not physically available for photographs to be taken
because I was more actively engaged in a variety of sports and local community-wide
events.
The Ollivier’s return to Northern Virginia, and the accompanying adoption of a
new sibling (Brenna), along with the occurrence of other internal family conflicts, as
identified in the narrative, caused a considerable marked decrease in personal agency
demonstrated by a numerical surge or increase in the total number of photographs
available for review. Interestingly, the number of photographs available for data analysis
review decreased once again when the family subsequently relocated overseas to the
Republic of Zaire, where, as was increasingly becoming the norm, I regained a modicum
of my previously practiced international personal freedom and agency.
This pattern continued during the Ollivier family’s time in the Kingdom of Spain,
showing a continual decrease in the number of photographs available, suggesting once
again that there was another marked increase in my level of personal freedom and agency
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in Spain, substantiated and triangulated by the narrative and the supporting artifacts. This
was most likely the result of my being chronologically older, having ready access to
public transportation, and because Spanish culture allowed and even encouraged the
development of personal freedoms and agency in young people. Thus, I was able to
develop and even thrive in this environment unlike anywhere else the Olliviers had lived
before, essentially making the Spanish experience for me a true wunderland.
Of course, all good things must come to an end, and this is exactly what happened
when the Ollivier family relocated or returned to Northern Virginia. Effectively, the
personal freedoms and agency enjoyed for years in Spain were curtailed and there
subsequently followed a marked increase in the number of photographs, meaning a
decrease in personal agency and freedom occurred. This pattern of inverse numerical
causality is once supported and reinforced by the narrative and by the other available
artifacts making the pattern very clear and it reads as follows.
As I grew older chronologically, my personal agency and freedom increased so
long as the family was internationally based. Curiously, the dips, remissions, or
contractions in personal agency and freedom only occurred when the family returned to
the United States and my personal agency and freedoms were then effectively curtailed
by the family and by traditional North American cultural constraints. As one can imagine
this was extremely frustrating, and it quite possibly, almost probably, played a large role
in fostering that sense of Weltschmerz (melancholy and world-weariness), or Camusian
existentialist angst, that I felt and that is acknowledged and written about in the narrative
that plagued the last two years of what Louis and Ginger expected to be an idyllic
American high school experience. What they seem to not have understood then or even
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understand now, was that my international experiences were far more liberating and
agency allowing than the panoptioc, punitive, and repressive North American experience
that they had grown into adulthood blindly believing to be most representative of
freedom.
Uncanny: Defined for these purposes as those photographs that reflect images or activities
beyond the ordinary or normal, to include the extraordinary, mysterious, or those which
aroused superstitious fear or dread. From all 975 of the photographs examined, there were
242 total photographs that met the defined criteria of displaying the uncanny. The statistical
breakdown is as follows. The Republic of Mozambique 49.66%, The Kingdom of Saudi
Arabia 72.12%, The Commonwealth of Northern Virginia 5.55%, The Republic of Zaire
16.66%, The Kingdom of Spain 42.55%, The Commonwealth of Northern Virginia 0%.
For purposes of meeting Tukey’s (1961) EDA standard they are presented visually as
follows.

Table 8: Uncanny Photographs
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Analysis: The available photographic documentation and subsequent tabulation
suggests that in Mozambique I experienced an initial and relatively high level of the
uncanny, which under the circumstances is perfectly understandable considering that the
international experiences accrued in Mozambique were my first life encounters with
anything “unhomely” of this sort. Add to this equation the internalizing of the traumatic
experiences that occurred as a result of Louis’ and the Agency’s internationally exposed
clandestine activities and the accompanying sociocultural and sociopolitical trauma of
being identified and labeled Persona non-grata and expelled under armed guard, and one
has a clear recipe for future hyper vigilant awareness of anything considered remotely
unhomely.
Provided that Jentsch’s supposition was correct that feelings of uncertainty or
uncanniness more frequently make their presence felt “in those who are more intellectually
discriminating when they perceive daily phenomena and that this may play an important
role in the origin of the drive to knowledge and research” (Jetnsch, 1906, p. 4), it makes
sense to note that my perception of those experiences considered uncanny would only
increase, as the data suggests, when post-Mozambican expulsion the family subsequently
arrived in a new even more uncanny Saudi Arabian Dune-like environment, which pegged
almost off the charts in terms of uncanny-o-meter.
These new sociocultural and linguistic experiences in Saudi Arabia were quickly
identified as more uncanny because they coincided with my being older, more discerning,
and more actively and independently engaged in the local community. Once the family
departed from Saudi Arabia and returned to the more traditionally staid farmlands of
Northern Virginia, those photographically recorded uncanny experiences dropped off
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precipitously, and only resurged moderately when the Ollivier family then relocated a year
later to The Republic of Zaire.
Curiously, although this was technically a new African environment, and I was
chronologically older, and thus more discerning, numerically the uncanny experience never
reached the same degree or percentage of uncanniness as that initial level achieved during
the first African campaign in Mozambique, even though I was more aware of details and
even took a participatory role in the clandestine activities that Louis was engaged in. This
suggests that on some level I interpreted the Zairian cultural experience to be a continuation
of the Mozambican cultural experience and thus did not perceive it as being uniquely or
newly uncanny.
Upon leaving Zaire and arriving in Spain, my perception and experiences with the
uncanny again surged or increased as I once again faced new psychosocial, sociocultural,
linguistic, and in this instance even terroristic challenges. Because I was at this time fully
in the throes of adolescence, I more frequently asserted my powers of personal agency, and
as a result regularly and repeatedly engaged in both the positive and negative nuances and
experiences of this new culture sans parents, intentionally independent of the influences
and perspectives of Louis and Ginger. By the time the Ollivier family left Spain and
returned to Northern Virginia, once again I had experienced levels of the uncanny that most
adults never achieve in an entire lifetime. The nine years overseas, included and demanded
extreme psychosocial, sociocultural, and linguistic hyper-vigilance and as well as a
perpetual awareness of the proximity of terrorism.
These experiences made the lukewarm traditional domestic American high school
practices pale in comparison as the graph clearly numerically demonstrates. The last 2
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years spent in northern Virginia were essentially uncanny free, or were at least perceived
to be so by someone who had seen far too much at too young an age. Thus, the pattern
seems to indicate a high level of the presence of the uncanny while overseas, specifically
in Mozambique, Saudi Arabia, and Spain with dips, remissions, or contractions in uncanny
encounters in Zaire and while U.S. domestically based. This data seems to support the idea
that the power and impact of uncanny encounters exists on a sliding diminishing scale,
which correlates inversely with an increase in the protagonist’s age. In other words, as the
protagonist ages and has more uncanny experiences, the power and impact of new uncanny
experiences diminishes effectively affecting the protagonist in less powerful ways as is
presented on the graph.
Strangeways: Defined for these purposes as those images overtly displaying a level of
ambiguity. Essentially this term means to resolve any intellectual conflict that might arise
when a photographic image might otherwise appear ambiguous. From all 975 of the
photographs examined there were 160 total photographs that met the defined criteria of
displaying Strangeways. The statistical breakdown is as follows. The Republic of
Mozambique 24.50%, The Kingdom of Saudi Arabia 13.33%, The Commonwealth of
Northern Virginia 50%, The Republic of Zaire 35.18%, The Kingdom of Spain 31.91%,
The Commonwealth of Northern Virginia 80%. For purposes of meeting Tukey’s (1961)
EDA standard they are presented visually as follows.
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Table 9: Strangeways Photographs
Analysis: For the purposes of this autoethnography the photographs examined were
limited to those years and experiences beginning with Mozambique an ending with the
Northern Virginia years of 1989-91, which aligned with the end of my high school
experience. This is an important distinction to make since there are of course years of
photographs that predate this time period, but those do not allow an accurate picture to be
framed of the subsequent international experiences. As such, it is easy to understand why
the Ollivier family’s first international overseas assignment to Mozambique would fuel a
need to produce a high number of what are strangely ambiguous family photographs to
record for the sake of posterity the experiences of the family unit in a part of the world that
most people would never see and could only imagine through hypotheticals, literary
allusions, historically preserved epistolary journals, or that occasional National Geographic
exposé. For this reason the photographs from Mozambique are almost all geographic or
topographically backed images, displaying the Ollivier family en masse like cardboard

	
  
273	
  

	
  
cutouts, standing in stark contrast in front of otherworldly images, either staring intently,
or smiling vacantly while looking directly into what is an ambiguously defined or strangely
voyeuristically determined panoptic gaze. In these photographs, what is most striking is
the lack of affect on family member faces and the lack of time determining action or
agency. Although there are a significant numbers of these photographs in the Mozambique
album, if I did not know where these photographs were originally taken, I would not be
able to identify the location based upon the semiotic signifier clues contained within the
image proper. As I examined them, I wondered if this aspect of the photographs was
intentional for reasons of security.
This strangeways pattern proves to be even more true when the Ollivier family
relocated to the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, where again a smattering of photographs were
taken, but none of which seem to display a truly cohesive family unit. Rather these images
seem more akin to performance art, or even those strangely vacant photographs that
accompany new picture frames when they are purchased in a store. In each image, the
actors stand stiffly at attention, and other than a strange spatially aware or determined
dynamic made notable by the placement of the children, specifically my positioning
diametrically opposed to Ginger, or at least protected by the presence of another body,
there is no movement and again there is no facial affect.
It is not until the return to Northern Virginia that the photographs seem to assume
another different, albeit equally strange, quality. As supported by the narrative, it was
during this time period that Louis and Ginger elected to adopt a new baby, and subsequently
the number of available photographs for analysis increased now showing clearly
identifiable locations in the background, but still maintaining a strange affect free façade.
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One wonders if the safety of being back in the Unites States allowed the subsequent
freedom to take location specific pictures. Despite the ready presence of identifiable
locations in these photographs, remaining constant in is the same spatially determined
placement of the participants, with Maite and Brenna placed closest to Ginger, and me
being farthest away, often times with Louis and the rest of the family running interference
between us like boundaries markers or human safety pylons. It is curious to note that during
this same time period Maite, Louis, and Ginger were having regular physical altercations
in the home, and the increase in number of photographs seems counterintuitive unless one
considers that the photographs were an intentional attempt to maintain or present a public,
albeit artificial, image of a cohesive family unit.
The return overseas, this time to The Republic of Zaire, shows a decrease in
strangeways family images from the elevated number that were taken in Northern Virginia.
This might be explained by Maite’s absence from the family, since she had been remanded
to alternative schooling in the United States, and the photographs taken without her present
would have caused people to ask about her absence. Despite this, the number was still
relatively high even though the images were once again similarly framed like those from
both Mozambique and Saudi Arabia. These photographs from Zaire again show
predominately panoramic geographic and topographic images with the Ollivier family
standing American Gothic-like in the foreground. Again, or still they do not reflect or
convey a sense of cohesion or ready familiarity. Again, without intimate knowledge of
where these photographs were taken there would be no way of identifying the location.
Again, one wonders if this was not intentionally done to ensure a level of clandestine work
necessary anonymity.
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The Ollivier family’s relocation to The Kingdom of Spain produced more of the
same type of photographs, although many of photographic locations are more readily
recognizable because of the historically significant architectural or medieval images
present in the background. Still the same general pattern was perpetuated, Maite was still
absent, Brenna was steadily growing into a photographic ham (a person that performs in
an exaggerated way), and the intra-photographic spatial designations were still rigidly
adhered to with Ginger and I remaining physically diametrically opposed with family
members or other people, even strangers placed strategically between us.
It is curious to note that once again the percentage or number of photographs taken
in Northern Virginia once the family returned stateside increased dramatically. One
imagines that this was possible because Maite now lived closer to the rest of the family and
complete family images were now possible. It is also worth noting that Maite was not living
at home, and I was almost habitually absent from the house so there must have been a
concerted effort by Ginger or Louis to capture these images before the older children were
absent from the home entirely. What is noticeable in these photographs is that the spatial
dynamic has changed only inasmuch that Ginger remains habitually standing to one
extreme side of the frame, with Brenna close by, flanked by Maite, then Louis, and then
me on the other extreme flank.
What this data seems to show is that the percentage of strangeways photographs
increased from the 1983-84 Northern Virginia years onward throughout the Zaire and
Spain eras, and clearly peaked during the Northern Virginia 1989-91 family en masse time
period. Whether this increase in number of photographs reflects a genuine desire to portray
the family as happy, healthy, and unified, or was an attempt to portray an artificial family
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unit construct for alternative purposes I do not know. What I do know definitively at this
stage is that a picture, even one depicting particularly strangeways, is indeed composed of
or worth a thousand-semiotic signifier hieroglyphic words, and that ultimately only through
time and continued research can a full understanding of the implications of this
pictographic analysis be achieved.
Application to the Narrative
Once the photographic data was organized, compiled, tabulated, and graphed, I was then
able to consider how best to incorporate particular images into the narrative that might most
appropriately align specifically with the country or topic-specific entry that I had already
composed. I elected to do this because I believe that this image or these images would
provide the reader with an additional supportive Saussurean semiotic signifier element that
would help locate or triangulate the narrative and the artifact in time and space. I decided
that if a picture proved to be directly related to a particular memory that I recounted in the
narrative journaling process, then that photograph should be identified appropriately,
digitally time-stamped and date-stamped, included into the narrative section appropriately,
and also enlarged and added into the appendices section to allow for a more detailed
examination and viewing.
I also tried to use the photographs selected to be in the narrative as an additional
design element, and not merely as supportive data for the backdrop of the autoethnographic
narrative, because I believe that these images can help frame the time period within which
these international experiences chronicled in the narrative occurred. To assist with this
endeavor, I incorporated the use of a computer based editing tool to create a time
appropriate Polaroid photograph effect as a frame for the pictures placing them
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appropriately within and upon a historically contextual timeline. I elected to make these
stylistic decisions choices based upon the Albers and Harste (2007) opinion that an author
making a stylistic choice in an autoethnography is fully appropriate because, “design
choices are deliberate vehicles for making meaning and communication” (Albers, 2007).
This belief is substantiated by the realization that the practice of using photographs as data
is well-founded and is recognized as a valuable part of the journaling process, one that
produces “the kind of self-understanding [that] lies at the intersection of biography and
society: self-knowledge that comes from understanding our personal lives, identities, and
feelings as deeply connected to and in large part constituted by—and in turn helping to
constitute—the sociocultural contexts in which we live” (Anderson, 2006, p. 390).
Scanned Documents and Artifacts
In addition to the use of the initial free-association journaling, the subsequent
narrative and the EDA evaluated photographs, I also compiled and included historical
documents and records to support and help triangulate the exploration into this
autothnographic international identity development and analysis project. These documents
include digitally scanned copies of my Corpus Christi, Texas birth certificate, the now
unsealed adoption and court report records that identify the dates and circumstances of my
adoption, my diplomatic passport and the internationally stamped visa pages, and a
collection of newspaper articles detailing the expulsion of the Ollivier family from
Mozambique for clandestine activities. Also included are a variety of school yearbook
covers and pages, educational diagnostic reports, newspaper articles detailing the founding
of the Benjamin Franklin International School (BFIS), and newspaper articles detailing the
bombing of the U.S. Consulate and the USO in Barcelona, Spain. I have also included an
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image of my BRHS varsity athletic letter and sporting awards, as well as newspaper articles
detailing my swimming prowess, and a copy of my Broad Run High School diploma.
Literature and Poetry
In addition to using the documents and artifacts identified above as a means of
triangulating data to support the narrative, I also selectively incorporated pieces of
American, English, and World literature, poetry, and song lyrics into my autoethnography
because these items played such a significant role in the grounding of my perpetual sense
of uncanniness and because they fostered a modicum of peace during these otherwise
tumultuous international identity development years. As I have conveyed in the narrative,
in the Ollivier household TV watching was verboten, and, as a result, books and music
were the only acceptable options for entertainment and escape. Thus, much of my identity
development, particularly those years spent in relatively isolated countries such as the
Republic of Mozambique, the Kingdom of Saudi Arabia, the Republic of Zaire, and the
Kingdom of Spain was shaped by the books that I had access to and that music that I either
heard extemporaneously or was introduced to by other international students with whom I
attended school. For this reason, I thought it necessary to cite passages from Kafka’s The
Metamorphosis, The Castle, and The Trial as well as from Conrad’s The Heart of Darkness,
Camus’ The Stranger, Melville’s Bartleby the Scrivener and D.H. Lawrence’s The
Rocking-Horse Winner.
I would also certainly be remiss if I did not include in the appendices the incredibly
poignant lyrics in their entirety from the postmodernist Manchester, English rock band The
Smiths, whose songs: “How Soon is Now,” “Half a Person,” “Paint a Vulgar Picture” and
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“What Difference Does it Make?” were particularly instrumental in shaping, affirming, and
solidifying my awareness of the uncanny and played a role in my identity development.
Peer Review
For qualitative research in the form of autoethnography to be legitimized it must
meet recognized academic standards of transferability, which of course refers to the degree
to which the results of qualitative research can be generalized or transferred to other
contexts or settings. Because as I identified previously the transferability of the data is the
true crux of this dissertation, and because it is a very real concern of mine, I incorporated
or drafted two peer reviewers into my data analysis and narrative writing process. These
peer reviewers not only helped examine the data (i.e., narrative journal entries,
photographs, and artifacts) but also consistently questioned the veracity and categorization
of the findings and the quality of the coding process.

From a qualitative

perspective, transferability is primarily the responsibility of the one doing the generalizing,
and therefore, I incorporated the assistance of people that I know to be highly ethical,
professional, and who themselves are also familiar with the rigid requirements of research
universities.
The first, peer reviewer I relied upon was Ms. Bernadette Hall-Cuarón. Ms. HallCuarón, A.A., Business Administration, B.A., Liberal Arts and Education, M.A., LLSS is
a highly respected doctoral student in the UNM LLSS program, and is also highly regarded
in the Albuquerque, New Mexico professional community because of her diligent 20 plus
years of service as the principal of the Title 1 bilingual internationally and uncanny
population serving La Mesa Elementary School. It is also important to note for purposes
of transparency and positionality that Ms. Hall-Cuarón is herself the product of mixed race,
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culture, and language parents, (one Anglo and one Hispanic) and as a result has struggled
with her own uncanny identity development concerns for most of her life. For these
reasons, I was confident that she would be a powerful ally as well as a trustworthy and
valuable peer reviewer for this process.
The second reviewer whose professionalism I relied upon was Mrs. Corinne
Hollon Graves M.S. Mrs. Graves holds a B.A. with distinction in archaeology, history,
and women's studies from the University of Virginia at Charlottesville. She was awarded
a M.S. with honors in Sociology and held a faculty appointment at Valdosta State
University, specializing in sociocultural inequality and the impact on children and
families. Her research has been published in the peer-reviewed Cultural Resources
Management journal, and presented at the Georgia Sociology Association conference.
Data Analysis
Qualitative research study amasses huge amounts of raw data; therefore, it is
essential to maintain the data in an organized and timely fashion (Denzin & Lincoln,
2005; Huberman & Miles, 1983; Merriam, 1998; Stake, 1994, 1995; Yin, 2003). It has
been suggested in the literature, that preliminary data analysis should be conducted
immediately post collection or better yet, that “the right way to analyze data in a
qualitative study is to do it simultaneously with data collection” (Merriam, 1998, p. 162).
However, I support and followed the more realistic perspective Stake emphasized
(1994), which suggested that data be continuously interpreted since qualitative research
is inherently reflective, “in being ever reflective, the researcher is committed to
pondering the impressions, deliberating recollections and records…data [is] sometimes
pre-coded but continuously interpreted, on first sighting and again and again” (p. 242).
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Therefore, because qualitative data is not easily reduced to numbers for the purpose of
study, and because auotoethnography is predominately comprised of data that is related
to concepts, opinions, values and behaviors of people in particular social contexts, I
focused my data analysis on the evaluation of structured text (writings, stories,
comments, news articles, books) and upon unstructured text (photographs, and
conversations) to include qualitative questions about experience, opinion, feelings,
knowledge and input. I also included and evaluated graphic data to include copies of
documents and photographs and constructed a metadata log in which I tracked and
compiled (project/ research titles; date of data collection; place of data collection; IDcode of informant; methods of data collection; and documentation type such as tape
recorder; notes; observation).
Once these steps had been taken, I then used an inductive-analysis approach to
examine the data because as a philosophy it is well suited for examining newly emergent
frameworks or groupings of data and for looking for similarities, differences, and
relationships within that data. Because the primary focus of this study was the analysis of
this text data, I also examined and focused on the content, attitude, individual ideas, and
the degree of actual vs. hypothetical experience being shared. I also adhered, as best as one
can during the data collection process to the Huberman and Miles (1983), outline procedure
for data gathering and analysis, which purportedly aids in the simultaneous nature of the
work and analysis. This process is comprised of:
Coding (organizing and theming data)
Policing (detecting bias and preventing tangents)
Dictating field notes (as opposed to verbatim recordings)
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Connoisseurship (researcher knowledge of issues and context of the
site)
Progressive focusing and funneling (winnowing data and
investigative technique as study progresses)
Interim site summaries (narrative reviews of research progress)
Memoing (formal noting and sharing of emerging issues), and,
Outlining (standardized writing formats)
Although the procedures listed above were used in a large, multisite study,
research for this dissertation utilized a similar format, making a few changes to
accomplish a similar task for a smaller study using a single researcher.
My particular data collection and analysis also substituted transcribed interviews
and written field notes (either typed on my laptop computer or handwritten in a
notebook) for the dictated field notes, and also combined the elements of summaries,
memos, and outlines into a reflective research journal maintained by the researcher for
the purposes of maintaining my focus, my clarity, and making note of future research
agenda ideas based upon the work conducted herein. It is my belief that this procedure
allowed me to better organize the data as it was collected and eased the task of
simultaneous collection and analysis.
Ultimately, after reviewing all the data sources, the materials (journal entries,
interview, transcripts, follow-up notes, observation notes, and textual/ visual artifacts)
were manually coded and triangulated for the purpose of achieving and maintaining
trustworthiness. After all, “triangulation has been generally considered a reliable process
of using multiple perceptions to clarify meaning, verifying the repeatability of an
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observation or interpretation…triangulation serves also to clarify meaning by
identifying different ways the phenomenon is being seen” (Stake, 1994, p. 241). From
this method, preliminary meaning was generated and, as delineated by Huberman and
Miles (1984) and Tukey (1961), the exploratory data analysis (EDA) proceeded from
noting patterns and themes to arriving at comparisons and contrasts to determine
conceptual explanations that supported this autoethnographic study.
Such were the efforts and intentions that were taken to ensure the best possible
internal and external validity of this study, all the while attempting to keep in mind the
primary overarching foci of qualitative data analysis, which are (a) people differ in their
experience and understanding of reality; (b) a social phenomenon cannot be understood
outside its on context; (c) qualitative research can be used to describe phenomenon
grounded on data; (d) an understanding of human behavior emerges slowly in a nonlinear
fashion; 5) exceptional cases may yield insights into a problem or new idea for further
inquiry.
Implications of this Study
Autoethnography provides an approach to research and writing that seeks to
describe and systematically analyze personal experience in order to understand cultural
experience. In the process, it also challenges canonical ways of doing research and
representing others and thus treats research as a political, socially just, and socially
conscious act (Ellis, 2011). For precisely this reason, the data generated here not only
conveys my story as the author, but also and more importantly inherently possesses
descriptive and instructive coding, language, and instructions about how others might also
overcome, attain, secure, or reclaim their own levels of agency, uncanniness, and
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strangeways necessary for achieving their own positions of success, like those presented
by the author of the read autoethnography. In other words, this autoethnography is
essentially a road map for audiences that provides directions on how I escaped or overcame
social, cultural, linguistic, or environmental barriers or a given set of otherwise unfair or
unjust circumstances. For these reasons this autoethnographic study should be recognized
as a powerful tool or weapon for those people who also desire to escape, transform, or
transcend those entrenched systems that currently disenfranchise, marginalize, or “other”
them, inhibiting their access to those liberties to which all human beings are naturally
entitled. Thus, it is my belief and intention that this autoethnography, one that has traced
the path of an adopted Mexican-American boy raised internationally as a CIA dependent
who overcame an uncanny, disenfranchised childhood and adolescence can and will
provide its own road map to educational and professional success for other marginalized
minority males who are currently unaware and unfamiliar with the steps necessary for
achieving their own successes.
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APPENDIX A
STATION ONE: CORPUS CHRISTI

Station One - Song Lyrics
The Smiths
“How Soon Is Now?”
Released 1985
I am the son
And the heir
Of a shyness that is criminally vulgar
I am the son and heir
Of nothing in particular
You shut your mouth
How can you say
I go about things the wrong way?
I am human and I need to be loved
Just like everybody else does
I am the son
And the heir
Of a shyness that is criminally vulgar
I am the son and heir
Of nothing in particular
You shut your mouth
How can you say
I go about things the wrong way?
I am human and I need to be loved
Just like everybody else does
There's a club if you'd like to go
You could meet somebody who really loves you
So you go and you stand on your own
And you leave on your own
And you go home and you cry
And you want to die
When you say it's gonna happen "now"
Well when exactly do you mean?
See I've already waited too long
And all my hope is gone
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You shut your mouth
How can you say
I go about things the wrong way?
I am human and I need to be loved
Just like everybody else does
Written by Johnny Marr, Steven Patrick Morrissey • Copyright © Warner/Chappell
Music, Inc, Universal Music Publishing Group
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APPENDIX B
STATION TWO: THE REPUBLIC OF MOZAMBIQUE
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Station Two - Song Lyrics
The Smiths
“A Rush And A Push And The Land Is Ours”
Released 1987
Oh hello
I am the ghost of Troubled Joe
Hung by his pretty white neck
Some eighteen months ago
I travelled to a mystical time zone
And I missed my bed
And I soon came home
They said:
"There's too much caffeine
In your bloodstream
And a lack of real spice
In your life"
I said:
"Leave me alone
Because I'm alright, dad
Surprised to still
Be on my own..."
Oh, but don't mention love
I'd hate the strain of the pain again
A rush and a push and the land that
We stand on is ours
It has been before
So it shall be again
And people who are uglier than you and I
They take what they need, and just leave
Oh, but don't mention love
I'd hate the pain of the strain all over again
A rush and a push and the land that
We stand on is ours
It has been before
So why can't it be now?
And people who are weaker than you or I
They take what they want from life
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Oh, but don't mention love
No - no, don't mention love!
A rush and a push and the land that
We stand on is ours
Your youth may be gone
But you're still a young man
So phone me, phone me, phone me
So phone me, phone me, phone me
Oh, I think I'm in love
Oh, I think I'm in love
Oh, I think I'm in love (think I'm in love)
Urrgh, I think I'm in lerv
Oh...
Written by Johnny Marr, Steven Patrick Morrissey • Copyright © Warner/Chappell
Music, Inc, Universal Music Publishing Group
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APPENDIX C
STATION THREE: THE KINGDOM OF SAUDI ARABIA
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Station Three – Song Lyrics
The Smiths
“Miserable Lie”
Released 1984
So, goodbye
Please stay with your own kind
And I'll stay with mine
There's something against us
It's not time
It's not time
So, goodbye, goodbye, goodbye, goodbye
I know I need hardly say
How much I love your casual way
Oh, but please put your tongue away
A little higher and we're well away
The dark nights are drawing in
And your humor is as black as them
I look at yours, you laugh at mine
And "love" is just a miserable lie
You have destroyed my flower-like life
Not once - twice
You have corrupt my innocent mind
Not once - twice
I know the wind-swept mystical air
It means : I'd like to see your underwear
I recognize that mystical air
It means : I'd like to seize your underwear
What do we get for our trouble and pain ?
Just a rented room in Whalley Range
What do we get for our trouble and pain ?
...Whalley Range !
Into the depths of the criminal world
I followed her ...
I need advice, I need advice
I need advice, I need advice
Nobody ever looks at me twice
Nobody ever looks at me twice
I'm just a country-mile behind
The world
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I'm just a country-mile behind
The whole world
Oh oh, oh ...
I'm just a country-mile behind
The world
I'm just a country-mile behind
The whole world
Oh oh, oh ...
Take me when you go
Oh oh, oh...
Take me when you go
Oh oh, oh ...
I need advice, I need advice
Written by Steven Morrissey, Johnny Marr • Copyright © Warner/Chappell Music, Inc,
Universal Music Publishing Group
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STATION FOUR: THE COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA
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Station Four -Song Lyrics
The Smiths
“This Night Has Opened My Eyes”
Released 1983
In a river the color of lead
Immerse the baby's head
Wrap her up in the News Of The World
Dump her on a doorstep, girl
This night has opened my eyes
And I will never sleep again
You kicked and cried like a bullied child
A grown man of twenty-five
Oh, he said he'd cure your ills
But he didn't and he never will
Oh, save your life
Because you've only got one
The dream has gone
But the baby is real
Oh, you did a good thing
She could have been a poet
Or, she could have been a fool
Oh, you did a bad thing
And I'm not happy
And I'm not sad
A shoeless child on a swing
Reminds you of your own again
She took away your troubles
Oh, but then again
She left pain
So, please save your life
Because you've only got one
The dream has gone
But the baby is real
Oh, you did a good thing
She could have been a poet
Or, she could have been a fool
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Oh, you did a bad thing
And I'm not happy
And I'm not sad
Oh...
And I'm not happy
And I'm not sad
Oh...
And I'm not happy
And I'm not sad
Written by Johnny Marr, Steven Patrick Morrissey • Copyright © Warner/Chappell
Music, Inc
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STATION FIVE: THE REPUBLIC OF ZAIRE
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Station Five – Song Lyrics
The Smiths
“Stop Me If You Think You’ve Heard This One Before”
Released 1987
Stop me, oh, stop me
Stop me if you think that you've heard this one before
Stop me, oh, stop me
Stop me if you think that you've heard this one before
Nothing's changed
I still love you, oh, I still love you
Only slightly, only slightly less than I used to, my love
I was delayed, I was way-laid
An emergency stop
I smelt the last ten seconds of life
I crashed down on the crossbar
And the pain was enough to make a shy, bald, Buddhist reflect
And plan a mass murder
Who said I'd lied to her?
Oh, who said I'd lied because I never? I never
Who said I'd lied because I never?
I was detained, I was restrained
And broke my spleen and broke my knee
And then he really laced into me
Friday night in-out patients
Who said I'd lied to her?
Oh, who said I'd lied? Because I never, I never
Who said I'd lied? Because I never
And so I drank one
It became four
And when I fell on the floor
I drank more
Stop me, oh, stop me
Stop me if you think that you've heard this one before
Stop me, oh, stop me
Stop me if you think that you've heard this one before
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Nothing's changed
I still love you, oh, I still love you
Only slightly, only slightly less than I used to, my love
Written by Johnny Marr, Steven Patrick Morrissey • Copyright © Warner/Chappell
Music, Inc, Universal Music Publishing Group

	
  
328	
  

	
  
TASOK Swimming Article

	
  
329	
  

	
  
Newspaper Article About Casey

	
  
330	
  

	
  

	
  
331	
  

	
  

	
  
332	
  

	
  

	
  
333	
  

	
  

APPENDIX F
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Station Six – Song Lyrics
The Smiths
“Half A Person”
Released 1986
Call me morbid, call me pale
I've spent six years on your trail
Six long years on your trail
Call me morbid, call me pale
I've spent six years on your trail
Six full years of my life on your trail
And if you have five seconds to spare
Then I'll tell you the story of my life
Sixteen, clumsy and shy
I went to London and I
I booked myself in at the Y.W.C.A.
I said I like it here, can I stay?
I like it here, can I stay?
Do you have a vacancy for a back-scrubber?
She was left behind, and sour
And she wrote to me equally dour
She said in the days when you were hopelessly poor
I just liked you more
And if you have five seconds to spare
Then I'll tell you the story of my life
Sixteen, clumsy and shy
I went to London and I
I booked myself in at the Y.W.C.A.
I said I like it here, can I stay?
I like it here, can I stay?
And do you have a vacancy for a back-scrubber?
Call me morbid, call me pale
I've spent too long on your trail
Far too long chasing your tail, oh
And if you have five seconds to spare
Then I'll tell you the story of my life
Sixteen, clumsy and shy
That's the story of my life
Sixteen, clumsy and shy
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The story of my life
That's the story of my life
That's the story of my life
That's the story of my life
The story of my life
That's the story of my life
That's the story of my life
That's the story of my life
That's the story of my life
That's the story of my life
Written by Steven Morrissey, Johnny Marr • Copyright © Warner/Chappell Music, Inc,
Universal Music Publishing Group
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APPENDIX G
STATION SEVEN: THE COMMONWEALTH OF VIRGINIA
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Station Seven – Song Lyrics
The Smiths
“That Joke Isn’t Funny Anymore”
Released 1985
Park the car at the side of the road
You should know
Time's tide will smother you
And I will too
When you laugh about people who feel so
Very lonely
Their only desire is to die
Well, I'm afraid
It doesn't make me smile
I wish I could laugh
But that joke isn't funny anymore
It's too close to home
And it's too near the bone
It's too close to home
And it's too near the bone
More than you'll ever know ...
Kick them when they fall down
Kick them when they fall down
You kick them when they fall down
Kick them when they fall down
You kick them when they fall down
Kick them when they fall down
You kick them when they fall down
Kick them when they fall down
It was dark as I drove the point home
And on cold leather seats
Well, it suddenly struck me
I just might die with a smile on my
Face after all
I've seen this happen in other people's
Lives
And now it's happening in mine
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I've seen this happen in other people's
Lives
And now it's happening in mine
I've seen this happen in other people's
Lives
And now it's happening in mine
I've seen this happen in other people's
Lives
And now it's happening in mine
Oh ...
I've seen this happen in other people's
Lives
Oh ...
And now it's happening in mine
Happening in mine
Happening in mine
Happening in mine
Happening in mine
I've seen this happen in other people's
Lives
Oh...
And now, now, now it's happening in mine
(I've seen this happen)
Happening in mine
Oh...now, now
I've seen this happen in other people's
Lives
Oh...
And now it's happening in mine
(Happen)
Happening in mine
Oh...
Happening in mine
Happening in mine
Happening in mine
I've seen this happen in other people's
Lives
Oh...
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And now, now, now it's happening in mine
Happening in mine
Mine, mine
Happening in mine
Written by Johnny Marr, Steven Patrick Morrissey • Copyright © Warner/Chappell
Music, Inc, Universal Music Publishing Group
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Methodology Section– Song Lyrics
The Smiths
“Paint A Vulgar Picture”
Released 1987
At the record company meeting
On their hands - a dead star
And oh, the plans they weave
And oh, the sickening greed
At the record company party
On their hands - a dead star
The sycophantic slags all say :
"I knew him first, and I knew him well"
Re-issue! Re-package! Re-package!
Re-evaluate the songs
Double-pack with a photograph
Extra track (and a tacky badge)
A-list, playlist
"Please them , please them !"
"Please them !"
(sadly, this was your life)
But you could have said no
If you'd wanted to
You could have said no
If you'd wanted to
BPI, MTV, BBC
"Please them ! Please then!"
(sadly this was your life)
But you could have said no
If you'd wanted to
You could have walked away
...Couldn't you?
I touched you at the soundcheck
You had no real way of knowing
In my heart I begged "Take me with you ...
I don't care where you're going..."
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But to you I was faceless
I was fawning, I was boring
Just a child from those ugly new houses
Who could never begin to know
Who could never really know
Oh...
Best of! Most of!
Satiate the need
Slip them into different sleeves!
Buy both, and feel deceived
Climber - new entry, re-entry
World tour! ("media whore")
"Please the Press in Belgium!"
(This was your life...)
And when it fails to recoup ?
Well, maybe :
You just haven't earned it yet, baby
I walked a pace behind you at the soundcheck
You're just the same as I am
What makes most people feel happy
Leads us headlong into harm
So, in my bedroom in those 'ugly new houses'
I danced my legs down to the knees
But me and my 'true love'
Will never meet again...
At the record company meeting
On their hands - at last! - A dead star !
But they can never taint you in my eyes
No, they can never touch you now
No, they cannot hurt you, my darling
They cannot touch you now
But me and my 'true love'
Will never meet again
Written by Steven Morrissey, Johnny Marr • Copyright © Warner/Chappell Music, Inc,
Universal Music Publishing Group
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